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When the Chinese nationalist anti-foreign boycott occurred in 1905, a number of 
Chinese realized it was necessary to promote Chinese products. Thus began the 
history of the buy-Chinese products movement. The movement tried to encourage and 
increase the consumption of articles and commodities produced by Chinese firms. The 
Singapore Chinese who had close ties with China were too affected by the atmosphere 
of promoting Chinese products from then. They joined the movement to help “to 
forge a strong and wealthy China” from 1905. The movement developed in the 1910s 
and 1920s, and extended in the 1930s. A series of large Chinese products exhibitions 
and fairs was held in Singapore from 1930 to 1936, until the Second Sino-Japanese 
War began in 1937.  
 
Participated by various groups, the buy-Chinese products movement changed and 
developed during about 30 years. The thesis divides the movement in Singapore into 
three periods, according to its different characteristics. The first chapter deals with the 
beginning period of the movement. During this time, the voice of promoting native 
products (tuhuo) was weak and sparse. The second chapter begins narrative from the 
outbreak of WWI, and ends in the Chinese products exhibition in the Tsinan Incident 
in 1928. The third chapter narrates and discusses the expansion of the movement in 
Singapore from 1929 to 1937. In chapter four, a conclusion is drawn to reflect the 
natures of the movement.  
 v
 
The thesis aims to reconstruct the history of the movement in Singapore, and assess 
its success and limitations. It attends to the following issues: the relationship between 
the buy-Chinese products movement and China’s events and policies; the advantages 
and disadvantages of dual nationality in the Chinese nationalist movement; the roles 
that different groups played in the movement; and the relationship between Chinese 
nationalism and Chinese merchants, and the nature of overseas Chinese nationalism.
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In June 1932 in Singapore, the Commercial Exhibition in Commemoration of the First 
Anniversary of the Great World was held. Tan Kah Kee, the well-known Chinese 
patriot, participated and decorated his stall with many nationalist slogans. One of 
them read, “...Overseas Chinese should stand together to promote national products, 
to develop industry and to forge a strong and wealthy China.”1  
 
“To forge a strong and wealthy China” had been the dream of the overseas Chinese 
for a long time. In her late imperial period, China was as fragile as the fine porcelain 
in her imperial palace. The ambitious and aggressive foreign powers easily defeated 
China by guns, cannons, and gunboats. In 1842, the Treaty of Nanking (Nanjing) 
ended the Opium War between Britain and China, thus opened the closed door of 
China. In 1860, the Anglo-French force sacked Beijing and destroyed the Imperial 
Summer Palace. In 1885, the Chinese government had to sign Treaty of Tientsin 
(Tianjin) with France to end the Sino-French War which destroyed China’s navy. 
France got the right over the twin protectorates of Annam and Tonkin. In 1895, China 
and Japan singed Treaty of Shimonoseki. Taiwan was ceded to Japan under this treaty. 
                                                        
1 Nanyang Siang Pau, 2 June 1932. Tan Kah Kee identified the Chinese in Singapore as 
“overseas Chinese” or huaqiao. The term “overseas Chinese” or huaqiao literally means the 
Chinese living outside China. However, the frequent use of “overseas Chinese” in the appeals 
of the nationalist movement gradually endowed the term with political meaning. But 
“overseas Chinese” was not an offensive term to the majority of the Chinese in Singapore in 
the era of the Republic of China. They popularly identified themselves as overseas Chinese. 
This thesis deals with the period when the designation “overseas Chinese” was popular. 
Therefore, “overseas Chinese” will be used to identify the Chinese discussed in this thesis.  
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The humiliation, pain, sadness and anger that the Chinese suffered forced them to 
reflect on the incapacity of their nation and to seek a way to defend it. Then came 
Chinese nationalism, which impelled and promised the Chinese at home and abroad to 
reconstruct a new China that would stand wealthy, strong and proud as an independent 
state.  
 
As a method of forging a strong and wealthy China, the slogan “to promote national 
products” was not strange to the overseas Chinese in Singapore in the 1930s. The 
overseas Chinese had begun to discuss to promote Chinese products in the several 
anti-foreign boycotts since the 1900s. In the era of the Republic of China, more and 
more overseas Chinese joined in the tide of promoting Chinese products. In the 1910s 
and 1920s, “to promote Chinese products” gradually became a popular slogan in the 
Singapore Chinese community. The 1932 Commercial Exhibition prefaced the series 
of large Chinese products exhibitions in Singapore. All these activities can be 
characterized by the attempt to encourage an increase in the consumption of articles 
and commodities produced by Chinese firms. This constituted the buy-Chinese 
products movement in Singapore.  
 
The buy-Chinese products movement in Singapore was a demonstration of the 
overseas Chinese nationalism. The topic of the overseas Chinese nationalism in 
Singapore and Malaya has received a lot of attention since WWII. Victor Purcell, Yoji 
Akashi, Wang Gungwu, Yen Ching-hwang, and Stephen Mun Yoon Leong contributed 
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much in this area.  
 
Victor Purcell’s The Chinese in Malaya provides the information about the 
development of the overseas Chinese nationalism, though it does not specially treat 
the Chinese nationalistic activities. Yoji Akashi’s study fully covered the anti-Japanese 
movement of Nanyang Chinese from early 20th century till the Japanese Occupation.2 
But because of the limitation of source materials, Yoji Akashi’s work lacks a detailed 
focus of the overseas Chinese nationalism and patriotism. On the contrary, Stephen 
Mun Yoon Leong’s PhD dissertation Sources, Agencies and Manifestations of 
Overseas Chinese Nationalism in Malaya, 1937-1941, deeply investigates the 
overseas Chinese nationalism in Singapore and Malaya, by making full use of the 
local Chinese source materials. This work fully analyzes the genesis and development 
of overseas Chinese nationalism in Malaya and focuses on the period 1937-1941 
which marks the culmination of overseas Chinese nationalism in Malaya.  
 
Yen Ching-hwang studied overseas Chinese nationalism in Singapore and Malaya 
from 1877 to 1912.3 He discussed the Singapore and Malaya Chinese nationalism of 
1877 and 1912 as cultural nationalism and political nationalism. Another academic, 
Wang Gungwu, analyzed in particular the limits of Nanyang Chinese Nationalism 
from 1912-1937.4 Wang places the study of Nanyang Chinese nationalism into the 
general contextual frame of Southeast Asian History. He and Yong Ching Fatt also 
pointed out the political loyalty of the Chinese in Singapore and Malaya was divided.5 
                                                        
2 Yoji Akashi, “The Nanyang Chinese Anti-Japanese and Boycott Movement, 1908-1928 – A 
Study of Nanyang Chinese Nationalism”, in Journal of the South Seas Society, Vol. XXIII, 
1969, pp. 69-96; Nanyang Chinese National Salvation Movement, 1937-41 (Lawrence, 1970).  
3 Yen Ching-hwang, “Overseas Chinese Nationalism in Singapore and Malaya, 1977-1912”, 
in Community and Politics: The Chinese in Colonial Singapore and Malaya (Singapore, 
1995).  
4 Wang Gungwu, “The Limit of Nanyang Chinese Nationalism, 1912-1937”, in Community 
and Nation, China, Southeast Asia and Australia (St. Leonard, 1992). 
5  Wang Gungwu, “Chinese Politics in Malaya”, in The China Quarterly, No. 43 
(July-September 1970), pp. 1-30; Yong Ching Fatt, “Patterns and Traditions of Loyalty in the 
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Besides these major works, literatures on specific cases and events have been largely 
produced.6  
 
All these research work reflects the idea that overseas Chinese nationalism in Malaya 
grew and developed as a result of events that had affected the well-being of China 
after 1911. The boycotting foreign goods, contribution of funds, involvement in 
China’s industrialization and modernization, and China-oriented education were all 
considered as the expressions of overseas Chinese nationalism in Singapore and 
Malaya. Besides these, Stephen Leong, Yoji Akashi and Yen Ching-hwang especially 
noticed the heightened consciousness among the overseas Chinese of the need to 
promote the purchase of guohuo (national products) as a concomitant development of 
the anti-foreign boycotts in Singapore.7  
 
In recent years, some Chinese scholars like Pan Junxiang pointed out that these 
activities characterized by the act of promoting Chinese products, in realty composed 
a buy-Chinese products movement, and that the movement and anti-foreign boycotts 
were actually respective but interweaving aspects of Chinese nationalism.8 As the 
first English study of this kind, Karl Gerth’s work, China Made: Consumer Culture 
and the Creation of the Nation, examines the movement of promoting Chinese 
products in the first half of the 20th century and explores the historical ties between 
                                                                                                                                                               
Chinese community of Singapore 1900-1941”, in The New Zealand Journal of History, Vol. 4, 
No. 1 (April 1970), pp. 77-87. 
6 For example, Pang Wing Seng, “The Double-Seventh Incident, 1937: Singapore Chinese 
Response to the Outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War”, in Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 
Vol. IV, No. 2, 1973, pp. 269-299, and Yen Ching-hwang, “The Response of the Chinese in 
Singapore and Malaya to the Tsinan Incident, 1928”, in Journal of the South Seas Society, 
Vol. 43 (South Seas Society, 1988), pp. 1-22. 
7 Stephen Mun Yoon Leong, Sources, Agencies and Manifestations of Overseas Chinese 
Nationalism in Malaya, 1937-1941; Yoji Akashi, The Nanyang Chinese Salvation Movement, 
1937-1941; and Yen Ching-hwang, “The Response of the Chinese in Singapore and Malaya 
to the Tsinan Incident, 1928”. 
8  Pan Junxiang, chief ed., Zhongguo jindai guohuo yundong yanjiu (Study on the 
buy-Chinese products movement in modern China) (Shanghai, 1998). 
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nationalism and consumerism in China.  
 
However, the buy-Chinese products movement as a demonstration of overseas 
Chinese nationalism is not yet adequately examined by either Western or Chinese 
scholars. Therefore, this thesis takes a step in that direction by studying the movement 
in Singapore.  
 
The case of the buy-Chinese products in Singapore provides a number of 
opportunities for research and raises questions of its own. From the late 19th century, 
Singapore experienced a large increase in the number of Chinese immigrants and 
local born Chinese. The number of the Chinese in Singapore was 121,908 in a total of 
185,117 in 1891, 164,681 in a total of 229,904 in 1901, 224,230 in a total of 311,303 
in 1911. 9  By the outbreak of WWI the Chinese has constituted a little over 
three-quarters of Singapore’s population and this proportion has been maintained ever 
since. The overseas Chinese showed their sympathy and nationalism with China’s 
cause on a number of occasions. Since the buy-Chinese products movement actually 
originated from China, it was heavily influenced by China’s political and economic 
situations in China. Therefore, it is worth studying the question: To what extent did 
the situation and events in China affect the movement in Singapore?  
 
Furthermore, the nationalistic nature of the buy-Chinese-products movement raises 
the question of nationality. In the end 19th and early 20th centuries, both the local born 
Chinese and new immigrants were Chinese nationals, according to the Chinese 
nationality law based on the principle of jus sanguinis. But the straits-born Chinese 
were also British subjects because of the local jus loci based nationality law. Did the 
                                                        
9 Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia (Oxford University Press, 1965), p. 234. The 
figure in 1911 excluded Labuan.  
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Chinese of dual nationality join the buy-Chinese products movement? Did dual 
nationality prohibit them from nationalistic activities?  
 
The buy-Chinese products movement can be understood as an expression of Chinese 
nationalism through business behavior, or of realizing economic purposes through 
nationalist means. According to either understanding, the study of the Singapore 
buy-Chinese products movement requires the study of the role of the Chinese 
merchants in the movement. What role did the Chinese merchants play in the 
movement in Singapore? For the Singapore Chinese merchants, which is more 
important, utilizing nationalism to get profit or promoting Chinese products to 
demonstrate nationalism?   
 
The Singapore Chinese population was constituted not only of merchants but also by 
other classes or social groups. According to the three-class paradigm of Yen 
Ching-hwang, there were “Shang” (merchants), which were capitalists and general 
merchants; “Shi” (educated elites) which included professionals, junior government 
officials, teachers, interpreters and clerks, and “Gong” (workers) which were artisans 
and general workers.10 At the same time, the Singapore Chinese community was 
usually divided into different dialect groups that traditionally had different careers. 
Did all of them take part in the movement? Did the movement cross the boundaries of 
                                                        
10 Yen Ching-hwang, “Class Structure and Social Mobility in the Chinese Community in 
Singapore and Malaya 1800-1911”, in Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 21, part 3, 1987, pp. 
418-419.  
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classes and dialects?  
 
Singapore does not lack source materials about the Chinese activities in the 20th 
century. The first Chinese newspaper, the Lat Pau, was founded in 1881. The 
expansion of Chinese education and increasing interest in the affairs of China 
stimulated the growth of the Chinese newspapers in the 20th century. Aw Boon Haw 
founded Sin Chew Jit Pah and Tan Kah Kee set up Nanyang Siang Pau. There was 
also Min Guo Ri Pao which later renamed as Sin Kok Min Jit Pao. These Chinese 
newspapers recorded the daily events in Chinese community. So did the English 
newspapers, such as the Straits Times. The Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce 
has several documents that recorded their activities in the movement. In addition, the 
Great World Amusement Park, the Chinese Industrial and Commercial Continuation 
School, and the Yeung Ching School recorded their activities in the movement. The 
Chinese and the Colonial government gazettes are useful to investigate the political 
background and the governments’ attitude to the movement.  
 
In conclusion, the history of the buy-Chinese products movement in Singapore is 
worth studying, and can be studied. Now I am going to describe the history of the 
Singapore buy-Chinese-products movement, to analyze its change over time, to assess 
its successes and limitations, to reflect on the nature of nationalism in an overseas 
Chinese community during this period, and to answer the question: was the 




Note on Chinese Orthography  
 
Chinese characters are romanized in two ways. One is by using the Wade-Giles 
system; the other one is the Pinyin system. At the present, more and more scholars use 
Pinyin instead of the Wade-Giles system. However, researchers still face a difficulty 
when they discuss the history before the PRC, when Chinese characters were widely 
romanized by the Wade-Giles system in Western language source materials.  
 
Similarly frustrating for the students of the overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia is that 
there is no commonly accepted means of rendering names. The pronunciations, and 
consequently the Western spellings, vary considerably from one Chinese dialect to 
another. Even in one dialect, the spellings may be different. The overseas Chinese 
used to romanize their names according to the pronunciation in dialect. To use only 
their mandarin pronunciation would be to strip away their local identity and make it 
virtually impossible to compare their careers in Western language source materials.  
 
For these reasons, all names of the Chinese and their firms in this history are 
identified by their local spellings in this study. If their local spellings cannot be found, 
the Wade-Giles system will be applied. For those who appeared after the PRC, like 
the Chinese researchers’ name and their books, Pinyin spellings are used. The 
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mandarin version and full Chinese characters for many of these individuals can be 
found in the glossary.   
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CHAPTER ONE 
THE BEGINNING: 1905-1913 
 
From 1905-1909, there were anti-foreign boycotts in the Singapore Chinese 
Community. In 1911, the revolution launched by Sun Yat-sen threw down the Manchu 
government in China and led to a new Republic of China. In these campaigns, the 
idea of promoting Chinese products emerged. However, the appeals and responses 
were weak at this beginning period.  
  
1905: the Anti-American Boycott 
 
The idea of the boycott in Chinese history goes back even before the word “boycott” 
which was derived from the incidents about Charles C. Boycott in the 1880s. In early 
times, the Chinese boycotts against the merchants of particular countries were only 
local activities. For instance, when the British dispatched troops to Macao in 1808, the 
Viceroy of Canton (Guangzhou) forbade the trade with the British so that to secure the 
removal of the British troops.11 Similarly, the Ningbo Guild struggled against the 
French twice in Shanghai in 1874 and 1898. At both times Ningbo merchants used 
boycotts to force the French to yield.12  
 
                                                        
11 Charles Frederick Remer, A Study of Chinese Boycotts: with Special Reference to Their 
Economic Effectiveness (Taipei, 1966), p.21. 
12 Susan Mann, “The Ningpo Bang and Financial Power at Shanghai”, in Mark Elvin and G. 
William Skinner, eds., The Chinese City between Two Worlds (Stanford, 1974), pp. 73-96.  
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The 1905 anti-American boycott, however, is generally accepted as the first directed 
boycott against the goods of a foreign country in a large scale in China. It directly 
resulted directly from the treatment and attitude of the US to Chinese immigration. 
There was high anti-Chinese feeling in the US in the late 19th century. The US put out 
a series of treaties and laws to restrict Chinese immigrants. The Chinese Exclusion 
Act of 1882 was the first immigration act ever passed by the Congress of the US. It 
prohibited the immigration of Chinese laborers, skilled and unskilled, for ten years; 
Chinese immigrants were required to be registered and to carry passports; and, 
controversially, it denied Chinese the opportunity to become citizens of the US.13 In 
the next twenty years more similar treaties were signed or revised and bills were 
passed. The Scott Act of 1888 limited the return to the US of those who had visited 
China temporarily. The Geary Law of 1892 renews the exclusion act of 1882 for 
another ten years. A new treaty signed in 1894 by Secretary of State Walter Q. 
Gresham and the Chinese Minster in Washington Yang Ru provided for the absolute 
exclusion of Chinese laborers for ten years and placed further limits on Chinese 
returning to the US.14 The last article of the Gresham-Yang Treaty stated that the 
treaty would automatically be in effect for another ten-year term, unless one of the 
signatories declared his willingness to discontinue it six months before its expiration 
on 7 December 1904. When the expiration date neared, under public pressure, 
Chinese government informed the US of its unwillingness to renew the treaty. The US 
                                                        
13 The act consisted of 15 provisions. Quoted in Wong Sin Kiong, China’s Anti-American 
Boycott Movement in 1905: A Study in Urban Protest (New York, 2002), p. 20.  
14 Mary Roberts Coolidge, Chinese Immigration (Taipei, 1968), pp. 236-238.  
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then pressed China to accept a new treaty with similar terms. However, China refused 
to renew and insisted to revise the whole exclusion policy.  
 
At the same time, the Chinese heard many reports that their countrymen were treated 
miserably in the US. Not only individuals were treated harshly, but also Chinese 
communities in the US. Even China’s delegates were ill treated. Led by a Manchu 
prince, Pu Lun, the delegations to the St. Louis Exposition of 1904 included 200 
merchants and staff members. The department of Commerce and Labor of the US 
issued restrictions specifically of the Chinese. They were required to deposit $500 per 
head and to report to American officials if they planned to leave the exhibition site for 
longer than forty-eight hours, as they would otherwise by considered fugitives. Even 
on arrival in the US, some members of the delegation were suspected of being 
laborers or disease carriers and were denied entry; others were put into custody for 
several days.15   
 
The long-term anti-Chinese policies of the US together with the abuse that the 
Chinese received in the US caused the boycott against the US in 1905. The members 
of the Shanghai General Trade Affairs Association, which became Shanghai Chamber 
of Commerce after 1912,16 proclaimed a boycott on American goods on Shi Bao 
                                                        
15 Zhang Cunwu (Chang Ts’u-wu), Guangxu sayinian zhongmei gongyue fengchao (The 
Chinese boycott of American goods, 1905-1906) (Taipei, 1966), pp. 8-10.  
16 At that time, Wong Sin Kiong said the members belonged to the Shanghai Chamber of 
Commerce. It is not accurate. They were from the Shanghai General Trade Affairs 
Association, which became the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce in 1912.  
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(times daily) in China on 10 May 1905, which began the 1905 anti-American boycott. 
They sent telegrams to other treaties ports and cities. The anti-American boycott 
spread fast and over 10 provinces of China were involved immediately. The news of 
anti-American boycott spread to the Chinese overseas communities and also roused 
the same anti-American feelings. On 25 June, the Chinese merchants in Penang met 
together and decided boycott. In Hong Kong, Vietnam, and other places, the Chinese 
also held similar meetings to negotiate the boycott of US products.17  
 
The Singapore Chinese newspaper, Lat Pau, kept the updating of the news of the 
anti-American boycott. It reported that the Singapore Chinese merchants responded to 
the boycott rapidly. The Chinese merchants met to discuss anti-American boycott at 
Thong Chai Hospital (or known as T’ung Chi Hospital) on 18 June.18 More than 100 
Chinese attended this meeting including socialites like Lim Boon Keng.19 Lim Boon 
Keng was born in 1869 in Singapore. He was English educated and was the first 
Chinese in the Straits Settlements to win a Queen’s Scholarship to study medicine at 
Edinburgh University, from which he got degree in 1892. He became one of the 
leaders of the Chinese community in Singapore in 1897. In this meeting, he was 
elected the chairman of the ad hoc committee.20 In the telegram to the Ministries of 
Foreign Affairs and Commerce, Chinese ambassador in the US, and the US 
                                                        
17 Wong Sin Kiong, China’s Anti-American Boycott Movement in 1905, pp. 95-137. 
18 Yen Ching-hwang says the meeting happened on Jun. 20th 1905. See The Overseas 
Chinese and the 1911 Revolution (Kuala Lumpur, 1976), p. 64. 
19 Lat Pau, 21 January 1905.   
20 Wong Sin Kiong, China’s Anti-American Boycott Movement in 1905, p. 100.  
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ambassador in China, these Chinese merchants expressed that they would not deal 
with the US and buy their products until the unequal treaty was repealed.21  
 
After the meeting, many Chinese in Singapore and Malaya joined the anti-American 
movement. The Singapore Tramway Company, which was funded by the British but 
was misidentified as an American enterprise, was adversely affected because the 
Chinese refused to use their tramcars.22 In August that year, some western companies 
advertised on the Chinese newspapers to declare that their products were not made in 
the US, which indicates the anti-American sentiment was high in the Chinese 
community. For example, the Wood’s Great Peppermint Cure posted an advertisement 
in Lat Pau, which states, “This medicine is not made in the US”.23  Another 
advertisement even emphasized that the company employed Chinese to produce 
cigarettes besides declaring that their cigarettes and cigars were British products.24 
Till December 1905, the anti-American sentiment was still high, and any event related 
to the US had the potential for trouble. For instance, the Chinese coolies went on 
strike by refusing to repair an American ship.25 
 
Through the anti-American boycott, the Chinese began to realize the necessity of 
developing Chinese products. In their opinion, if China did not have her own products 
                                                        
21 Ibid. 
22 Song Ong Siang, One Hundred Years’ History of the Chinese in Singapore (Singapore, 
1984), p. 375.  
23 Lat Pau, 18 August 1905. 
24 Ibid., 27 August 1905. 
25 Song Ong Siang, One Hundred Years’ History of the Chinese in Singapore, pp. 375-376.  
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that could replace the American products, the boycott would have to rely on importing 
other countries’ products. In Lindong Ribao (Eastern Guangdong daily), an article 
titled “Talking about Promoting Chinese Products” was published during the 
boycott.26 Similar voices appeared in other journals although they were not very 
loud.27 It has not been proven if the idea of developing Chinese products spread to 
Singapore at that time yet because of the lack of source materials. But since the 
relationship between the Southern China and Singapore was so close, the idea of 
promoting Chinese products might have been realized by the Chinese in Singapore 
already. Furthermore, as the consequences of the 1908-1909 anti-Japanese boycotts, 
the buy-Chinese products appeal clearly appeared in Singapore.  
 
1908: Buy-Chinese products Appeal after the Tatsu Maru Incident 
 
On 5 February 1908, a group of Chinese customs officials and navy officers seized a 
Japanese ship, the Tatsu Maru, in the waters outside Macao. They discovered 1,500 
rifles and 40,000 rounds of ammunition.28 During the investigation, the Chinese 
controversially hauled down the Japanese flag and replaced it with the Qing ensign. 
They then towed the ship to Whampoa and placed it under custody. The Japanese 
government protested against the seizure and demanded the release of an indemnity, 
and punishment of the Chinese officials involved. On 13 March 1908, Japan proposed 
                                                        
26 Quoted in Pan Junxiang, chief ed., Jindai zhongguo guohuo yundong yanjiu (Study on the 
buy-Chinese products movement in modern China) (Shanghai, 1998), p. 3. 
27 Ibid.  
28 North China Herald, 14 February 1908.  
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a five-point solution with a threat of military action. Unlike China who was on the 
brink of collapse, Japan had risen up as a promising country especially since she 
defeated the Russian empire in 1905. The weak Chinese government had to accept the 
relatively powerful Japan’s proposal and agree to pay Japan 21,400 yen as well as 
remuneration for the arms.29  
 
The Chinese people, particularly residents of Guangdong (Kwangtung), were very 
angry at the settlement. Although they realized their actions would not change the 
final settlement, they wanted to show the Qing government their anger and retaliate 
against Japanese commercial transaction in China. The anti-American boycott in 1905 
had showed the Chinese the power of boycott, after which the Chinese frequently 
used this device as the way of expressing their nationalism and sentiments. The 
Cantonese merchants closed shops and markets, prepared to riot, and launched a 
boycott. The anti-Japanese boycott started in Guangdong and Hong Kong and soon 
spread to Shanghai and other region of China. Later, the anti-Japanese storm was 
blown to Chinese overseas in Hong Kong, Australian, Japan, and the Philippines.30 In 
early November 1908, Hong Kong residents attacked stores that sold Japanese goods 
and sparked rioting in the street. The Hong Kong authorities suppressed the riot and 
                                                        
29 Charles Frederick Remer, A Study of Chinese Boycotts, pp. 40-41.  
30 Collected from Lat Pau, 1908. Also see Wang Yanwei, comp., Qingji waijiao shiliao 
(Historical materials on foreign relations in the latter part of the Qing dynasty) (Taipei, 1963), 
juan 213, p. 4.  
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expelled several Chinese merchants and journalists alleged to be instigators.31 The 
boycott against Japanese benefited Western merchants. For instance, all goods that 
could be replaced such as Japanese tobacco were replaced by those from other 
countries.32  
 
Like western products, the Chinese products substituted for the Japanese products too. 
An atmosphere of using Chinese products to replace the Japanese products rose. In 
Guangdong and Hong Kong, the Chinese called on doing that. They also called for a 
stop in buying, selling and using Japanese goods. Lat Pau reported some cases. For 
example, only the letter using Chinese-made envelops could be accepted by the post 
office in Guangzhou.33 The restaurants used Chinese mushrooms to replace Japanese 
mushrooms, and few people patronized those that did not change.34 When a guild at 
Foshan held a dinner at in a restaurant, the guests refused to eat because they saw two 
kinds of seafood were Japanese.  
 
The appeal of promoting Chinese goods was good news for those Chinese factory 
owners. Qiao Ming Match Shop at Foshan was one of the beneficiaries. As a pioneer 
of match-maker in China, its market was seized since the Japanese matches were 
                                                        
31 Wang, Yanwei, comp., Qingji waijiao shiliao, juan 212, p. 6. Dongfang zazi, vol. 5(1908), 
p. 141.  
32 North China Herald, 24 April 1908.  
33 Lat Pau, 24 April 1908. 
34 Ibid., 18 April 1908. 
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welcomed in China. But during the anti-Japanese boycott, the selling increased.35 The 
shop of a craftwork school experienced similar situation. Its embroidery, cloisonné, 
toys, cotton fabric, and furniture had much more customers than that before the 
boycott.36 Some Cantonese merchants even planned to invest in large factories to 
produce machine-made products to meet the needs of the patriotic Chinese37. 
 
The continuous reports of the anti-Japanese boycott and the propaganda of promoting 
Chinese products influenced the Singapore Chinese community. In Lat Pau, an 
editorial titled “The Relationship between Manufacture and Commerce” said,  
 
We all know our China cannot compete with other countries in commerce. Why 
is our commerce not as good as others? It is because our plantation is not good. 
Why is our plantation not good? It is because our manufacture is not as good as 
others’… Other countries buy our raw materials cheaply to manufacture and 
then sell products back to China expensively… the key factor of developing 
commerce is not only plantation but also manufacture.38  
 
The authors therefore called for imitating foreign technology to make a full use of the 
Chinese raw materials, after which China could then compete with the foreign 
countries in commerce and not lose her rights any more.  
                                                        
35 Ibid., 24 April 1908.  
36 Ibid.  
37 Ibid., 25 April 1908.  
38 Ibid., 27 April 1908. 
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Although to imitate the foreign products to make Chinese products had been proposed 
during the self-strengthening movement in the late Qing Dynasty, the article shows 
significance in the new situation. Under the anti-Japanese boycott background, 
influenced by the appeal of promoting Chinese native products, the Chinese in 
Singapore now recognized the value of self-strengthening on a deeper lever. They 
realized boycott was just using one country’s products to replace another’s. For a 
short term, boycott could immediately express their political emotion. But in a long 
run, boycott was only reducing the import from the boycotted countries by increasing 
that from other countries. The Chinese economy and commerce could not develop by 
this way of replacing one country’s goods with another one’s. Only by producing 
Chinese products would a solution be achieved. The report of the situation of the 
craftwork school’s shop which was mentioned before also pointed out the reason that 
there were more consumers after boycott was “because all people realize[d] to buy 
native products to recover national interests these days.”39 
 
1909: Singapore Developing Chinese Native Products Society after the Anfeng 
Railway Reconstruction Incident 
 
Manchuria of China was the center of Japan’s policy to Qing government in the early 
20th century. Japan had long held imperialistic ambitions for this region. For Japan’s 
                                                        
39 Ibid., 24 April 1908.  
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economic and military interests, Japan required Qing government to reconstruct 
Anfeng Railway, a railway in Manchuria. Although the Chinese government did not 
permit the request, Japan began reconstruction without the permission of the Chinese 
government and sent 33 policemen in case of Chinese resistance on 7 August 1909. 
Under the pressure of Japan, Qing government conceded and the Anfeng Railway 
problem was resolved according to Japan’s request. Later, two other treaties about 
Manchuria were signed between Japan and China on 4 September. Japan therefore 
expanded its interest in Manchuria through her jingoistic policy reflected by the 
Anfeng Railway Reconstruction Incident. The Fengtian Chamber of commerce hence 
called on boycotting against Japan on 4 September. The boycott was mainly confined 
in the Manchuria. However, the event did affect other places outside Manchuria.  
 
The Chinese in Singapore responded too. They began to take real action to promote 
Chinese products. The Chinese community held a meeting on 9 September 1909. 
They hoped to organize a society to promote Chinese native products in Singapore. 
The appeal was responded at once, “We are Chinese sojourning in Southeast Asia. 
Controlled by other government, we are not able to help our own government 
although we want. We have not the authority to repeal the signed unequal treaties, 
either. We are doing our duty to serve our country by trading… But only talking about 
trading without backbone, how can the action last long? Now we want to study how to 
develop the Chinese native products as a backbone, since the backbone is a must.” 40 
                                                        
40 Ibid., 13 September 1909. 
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The society for developing Chinese native products hence was looked on as “the basis 
of self-strengthening”41. 
 
Later that month, Singapore Developing Chinese Native Products Society published 
the draft of constitution. It would work as a Chinese economic research institute in 
Southeast Asia, according to the draft. The society declared its aim of developing 
native products and recovering the rights of China. The draft also prescribed the 
responsibilities of the members:  
 
1) All members had the responsibility of contacting the community to develop 
Chinese native products.  
2) All members had the responsibility of promoting Chinese native products.  
3) The members from the press had the responsibilities of introducing native 
products and not advertising the products which offended Chinese sentiments.  
4) The merchant members had the responsibilities of dealing in native products first 
and not dealing in the products which offended Chinese sentiments.  
5) The members from manufacturing had the responsibilities of producing native 
products first and not using the raw materials which offended Chinese sentiments. 
6) The common members had the responsibilities of consuming native products first 
and not using the products which offended Chinese sentiments.42  
 
                                                        
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid., 21 September 1909.  
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The draft shows the society had several characteristics. First of all, it might be 
composed of or intended to recruit merchants, journalists, factory owners and 
common people. The poor and lower classes were probably excluded. Next, the 
organizers had not clarified the definition of “Chinese products”. In the draft, we see 
the clause: “the members from manufacturing had the responsibilities of producing 
native products first”. Does the clause mean that some products from those 
Chinese-owned firms might not be called Chinese products? This clause seems to 
contradict the common understanding that Chinese products were the products made 
by Chinese-owned firms.  
 
Last but not least, the society divided the consultant positions by dialect groups, 
which was a popular phenomenon in Singapore Chinese community at that time. The 
consultants were planned to include 30 Hokkiens, 24 Teochew, 20 Cantonese, 10 
Hakkas, 10 Hainanese, and 4 from other dialect groups. The drafters declared that the 
division was negotiable. This kind of division shows in the early 20th century, the 
dawn of rising Chinese nationalism, dialect group division was an important issue in 
every multi-dialect association in Singapore Chinese community. The division of 
memberships of different dialect groups was a balance between nationalism and 
localism. To some extent, it was an irony. Even in discussing national and 
nationalistic issues, they still put the dialectal issues and localism at the first place.  
 
The plan of founding the Society took the first step of practical action. Because of 
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lack of source materials, we did not know if the Society was really set up. After the 
draft of the Society, the voice of promoting Chinese products seems to disappear for a 
long period of time. The probable explanation might be because there was not 
important event in this span to stimulate the emotion of developing China’s economy 
after the boycott to the 1911 revolution.  
 
1911-1912: Warm Appeal from China the Tepid Responses in Singapore 
 
Arising in early 1880, the overseas Chinese nationalism in Singapore and Malaya 
reached its climax around 1911.43 They helped the foundation of the Republic of 
China. Ever since it was founded, the Republic of China promulgated many laws and 
rules. These laws and rules tried to remove the influences of the Manchu government 
and introduce western and modern ideas. In the social reform, changing attire was one 
of the first reforms that were welcomed by the majority. However, western clothes 
were made of foreign textile by foreign tailors, which would affect Chinese textile 
business and tailors. Therefore, the guilds of Chinese textile and tailors attacked this 
reform and organized the Chinese National Products Maintenance Association to 
promote the consumption of Chinese made textiles. One of its activities was to 
introduce the buy-Chinese products ideas to the overseas Chinese.44 In July 1912, Lat 
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Pau published an article calling for maintaining Chinese national products. The basic 
idea of this article is the same to that of the Chinese National Products Maintenance 
Association. It stated that attire-changing was the fastest and easiest way and could 
express the significance of reform at the historic era. But attire-changing might lead to 
more unfavorable balance of China’s foreign trade. They thought that promoting 
Chinese clothes could solve this problem.45  
 
However, the response of the Chinese in Singapore was tepid. No one wanted to take 
the task of leading the buy-Chinese products movement in Singapore. In 1912, the 
Chinese National Maintenance Association sent the rules to the Singapore Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce (SCCC) and hoped the Chinese merchants could set up a 
branch of the association in Singapore. In the meeting of the SCCC, all merchants 
agreed to sell and buy Chinese products, but no one wanted to take the task of 
organizing a branch.46 It possibly was because to run a branch of buy-Chinese 
products society was troublesome and few rewards could be gained. Between making 
profit and showing nationalism, the pragmatic Chinese merchants chose the former. It 
took them some time to find a better way of combining the both, which would be 
discussed in the following chapters.  
 
Compared to the tepidity of the Singapore Chinese to buy-Chinese products 
movement, the Chinese firms and buy-Chinese products organization from China 
                                                        
45 Lat Pau, 2 July 1912.  
46 The SCCC, Minutes of Committee Meetings, 1906-1941, 27 February 1912.  
 25
continuously and enthusiastically asked the overseas Chinese for help and support. It 
was the result of the new Chinese government’s industrialization policy and 
encouragement. A variety of companies, banks, factories came to Singapore to seek 
the overseas Chinese capital. There were several ways of raising capital from 
Singapore Chinese. Advertising on Singapore Chinese newspapers was the foremost 
one. The second way was to contact the SCCC and other related guilds. Besides the 
two ways, some trade missions were sent to Singapore to look for the support of the 
overseas Chinese. For instance, an industrial mission organized by Hunan Province 
came to Singapore to ask the merchants to invest the shipping and mining industries 
in Hunan in 1912. Some Hunan mineral products were brought together for 
exhibition.47 But this would be better off not be counted as the first Chinese 




The occasional anti-foreign boycott and revolution from 1905 to 1913 spread the idea 
of developing and promoting Chinese products to the Chinese in Singapore. The 
buy-Chinese products appeal burgeoned in the Chinese boycotts. When there was a 
boycott or anti-foreign emotion, there was an appeal of promoting Chinese. When the 
anti-foreign sentiment disappeared, the appeal of promoting Chinese disappeared too.  
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The Singapore Developing Chinese Native Products Society was proposed in the 
wave of anti-Japanese boycotts. Although the definition of the Chinese products had 
not been made clear yet, some Singapore Chinese realized they had the task of 
promoting Chinese products as a way to help their motherland and tried to take the 
step. However, the idea did not prevail. In addition, the Chinese products advocators 
paid more attention to the actions of merchants instead of that of the Chinese 
consumers in this period.  
 
Another feature of the beginning of the movement was Chinese products, which were 
usually called as “native product” (tuhuo), as opposed to the later popular term 
“national products” (guohuo). The use of “native products” shows that “nation” with 
political meaning had not spread widely.  
 
Interweaving with boycott and revolution, lacking in clear definition, short of political 
meaning, and lack of large scale of attendance characterized the movement in the 
beginning. However, when the Chinese nationalism was raised frequently with 
political events, the buy-Chinese products movement as a part of the Chinese 
economic nationalism progressed to a higher level. The buy-Chinese products 





The era from 1914 to 1928 was a very long period in which China’s political situation 
changed frequently. The years in WWI were called the golden age of the Chinese 
industry. Japan proposed the Twenty-One Demands to China in 1915, which was 
rejected by the Chinese. After WWI, the May Fourth Movement took place, which led 
to a large anti-Japanese boycott in China and overseas Chinese communities in 1919. 
The Kuomintang (Nationalist Party) then emerged and reunited China in 1928, after 
which time the political turmoil and warlordism gradually disappeared in China, and a 
national buy-Chinese products movement was launched by the Nationalist 
Government. Singapore and China was affected by the political and economic 
situations of the world, and the Singapore buy-Chinese products movement 
experienced a development period of 15 years.  
 
For the convenience of narration, this chapter will be divided into three parts. The first 
part is from 1914 to 1919. Under the atmosphere of industrialization after the 
founding of the Republican China, Chinese industry began to develop and “the 
enthusiasm of buy-Chinese products movement flew vigorously” in China in the 
1910s.48 The Singapore buy-Chinese products movement also developed because of 
the influence from China. A significant case of buy-Chinese products movement will 
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be studied in part two. This was the first of such kind of exhibition in Singapore 
Chinese history. The third part is from 1920 to 1928. During these years, the 
buy-Chinese products movement developed further in Singapore. 
 
Part One  
1914-1919: The Buy-Chinese Products Movement  
in WWI and May Fourth Movement 
 
WWI: Booming Industry Pushed the Buy-Chinese Products Appeal 
 
WWI gave China an unprecedented opportunity for her economic development and 
progress. The war absorbed the entire resources of England, France, Germany and 
Russia, and later of the United States. During the four years, the European countries 
were busy with fighting. The western countries hence shifted much attention from 
China. China’s imported goods were lessened, and some foreign factories in China 
reduced output or stopped production. On the contrary, they had to rely on importing a 
great deal of supply. The consequence is the dramatically lessening of China’s 
unfavorable net balance in international trade. In 1914, the export over import was 
213 million taels. However, five years later, the export over import had been reduced 
to 16 million taels.49 The period of WWI was therefore called the golden age of 
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Chinese industry. Many Chinese firms and Chinese products organizations were 
founded during this stage. For example, in textile industry, the demand in China did 
not reduce, but foreign supply decreased, which led to the increasing price and hence 
the increase of Chinese owned textile factories. The number of spindles in cotton 
mills rose from 544,780 in 1914 to 658,748 in 1919. The export of raw silk increased 
from 70,150 tan50 in 1913 to 118,028 tan in 1919. The numbers in Chinese cotton 
mills in Shanghai rose from 160,900 in 1914 to 216,236 in 1919. The number of reels 
in silk filatures rose from 14,424 in 1914 to 18,306 in 1919. The profit per bale of 
yarn of the cotton mills increased from 19.58 silver dollars in 1914 to 70, 56 in 
1919.51  
 
Local and national exhibitions were also organized by the government. The largest 
one was held by the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce in October 1915. The 
products from many provinces were divided into many departments, such as the 
departments of silk, chemistry, raw materials, minimal products, porcelain, wool, food, 
medicine, and books and so on. The division reflects that most of the products were 
still traditional then. Most of them were probably made by machines, but perhaps 
those machines were very simple because of the primitive technology being used 
                                                                                                                                                               
Obviously, the high price of silver in the international market would be one reason of the 
lessening of unfavorable balance of China. However, when the price of silver achieved its 
climax in 1920, at which time the price was 2 times of that in 1913, the net unfavorable 
balance of China was about 15 times of that in 1919. Therefore, the high price of silver could 
better not be counted as a main reason that led to the reducing of the figures for simplifying 
the problem and facilitating the comparison. 
50 A tan is equivalent to 50 kilograms.  




China also attended some international exhibitions in 1915. These exhibitions 
introduced Chinese products to overseas and roused the interests of the overseas 
Chinese to the products from China. For example, led by Wu Tingfang, the Singapore 
born Chinese diplomat, more than 200 kinds of Chinese products were sent to the 
Philippines to attend an exhibition in 1915. Eighty percent of those goods were sold 
out. It was said that before the exhibition, few people knew about the machine-made 
Chinese products and no one imported them into the Philippines. After the exhibition, 
the Philippine Chinese merchants went to Shanghai to import products.52 To this 
extent, the exhibition was successful.  
 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce pushed some policies which facilitated 
the development of native products like reducing tariffs and likin of native products so 
that they could be more competitive in the market. The Ministry of Communication 
investigated the economic scene of every province in 1915. The army uniforms were 
required to be made from “patriotic textiles”53, which meant Chinese textiles. Fujian 
(Fukien), the province where most of the overseas Chinese came from, required the 
governmental offices to use Chinese products. In a circular order in 1917, the 
governor said: “Because of the European war, the imports that we relied on are too 
little to meet our demands. The shortage of foreign products is the good opportunity 
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of Chinese national products… We governmental offices should use the Chinese 
national products first as a good example…”54 In Guangzhou, the maritime treaty 
port, the government reduced the tariff of Chinese products when they were exported 
to overseas.55 The news about Chinese government’s attitude was reported to the 
overseas Chinese and was of great interest to them.  
 
At the same time, the nongovernmental buy-Chinese products organizations also 
played an important role in pushing the overseas Chinese to attend the buy-Chinese 
products movement. They frequently sent letters and propagandist materials to 
overseas. These organizations were from Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Fujian where 
more products were manufactured and trading network with the overseas Chinese 
were founded. For instance, the Guangzhou Native Products Promotion Society sent a 
letter to call on using native products in Singapore. The editor of Lat Pau 
sympathized and said, “So many people just call on developing native products. But 
there are not practical actions. The reasons are complicated, but that the Chinese are 
not united could be a main reason. Now some ambitious Cantonese organized the 
native products promotion society, which can put the appeal of promoting native 
products into practices through unity. You should attend it if you are in Guangdong. If 
you are in other places, you should organize the branches to respond it, so that we can 
achieve the goal of developing native products. The power of our country and wealth 
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of our people will rely on it.”56 This comment reflected the situation of buy-Chinese 
products movement faced in Singapore: it had verbal promise and appeal but lacked 
the practical action.  
 
The factories and industrial organizations wanted to open the Southeast Asian market 
and sent out nongovernmental missions to investigate the trading and economy of this 
region. In 1915, Hsü Keng Hwa, a member of the Chinese Products Maintaining 
Association, founded Chinese Products Company as a firm to exploit the overseas 
markets. According to the Chinese Products Investigation edited by Chinese Products 
Maintaining Association, Hsü’s company played an important role in communicating 
between overseas markets and Chinese firms. Not only did almost all the newly 
produced articles and commodities rely on the company to export to overseas, but also 
vice versa the overseas Chinese who wanted to buy Chinese products depended on it 
to import.57 In 1916, Hsü came to Singapore and other Southeast Asian regions to 
investigate the market as the representative of the Chinese Products Maintaining 
Association and Institute of Industry and Commerce.58  
 
1915: The Twenty-One Demands 
 
WWI was a golden age to China’s industry. However, the threat of Japan to China did 
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not disappear. During WWI, the highest voices of the Singapore buy-Chinese 
products appeal were in 1915 and 1916, which were related to the humiliating 
Twenty-One Demands presented by Japan. On January 18, 1915, the Japanese 
Minister at Beijing, Hioki Eki, presented to Yüan Shih-k'ai personally what came to 
be known as the Twenty-one Demands, which if accepted would have placed China 
under a virtual Japanese protectorate and extinguished her independence.  
 
Divided into five groups, the Demands effectively demanded China’s subordination to 
Japan’s will. They provided for the confirmation of Japan’s new-won gains in 
Shandong (Shantung); the grant of special privileges and concessions in Manchuria; 
joint Sino-Japanese control of the Hanyeping mining and metallurgical enterprise in 
the middle-Yangtze valley; a commitment of non-alienation to another power of any 
harbor, bay or island on the coast of China; and, as the fifth group, railway 
concessions; the employment of Japanese advisers in financial, political, military, and 
police matters, and a virtual veto power over the use of non-Japanese foreign capital 
for mines and other works in Fujian Province. On 7 May, Minister Hioki delivered an 
ultimatum requiring Chinese acceptance of all demands except those in the fifth group, 
which, Hioki Said, the Japanese Government “will undertake to detach… from the 
present negotiations and discuss separately in the future.” Yüan capitulated, and China 
signed the agreement on 25 May.59  
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The disclosure of its contents and the later agreement provoked the anti-Japanese 
sentiment of the Chinese. The anti-Japanese movement spread through out the 
Southeast Asian regions. “Chinese anti-Japanese feelings were high in Siam, Malaya 
and Singapore, and the Dutch Indies, and boycotting produced effective results. 
Fear-gripped Japanese residents in Singapore gathered and remained inside the Japan 
Exhibit Hall, experiencing the surge of Chinese indignation and the power of boycott 
as a weapon of retaliation.”60 The “boycotting continued until September (1915) in 
Malaya and Singapore, the Dutch Indies, and Siam.”61 Various inflammatory articles 
appeared in publications and on wall posters. Articles of promoting Chinese products 
were also found. It was reported some shops even put on posters like “develop 
national products” on the pillars of their shops.62  
 
The ceaseless reports and calls from China established an atmosphere of promoting 
Chinese products in Singapore. The booming industry in China also helped some 
Chinese merchants shift to China, where the government, the public and the 
businessmen were eager to make a fortune from the Chinese industrialization. The 
Twenty-One Demands humiliated the Chinese and provoked their anger to Japan. To 
promote Chinese products became a task as well as a good enterprise at this patriotic 
atmosphere especially in 1915 and 1916 when nationalistic feelings were very high. 
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Therefore, some companies focused on the sale of Chinese products were founded. 
For example, the Chung Hwa National Products Company opened in Singapore on 19 
November 1915. It declared, “To facilitate the overseas Chinese’ life and to push 
overseas Chinese’s patriotism, we specialize in selling Chinese goods to the overseas 
Chinese in Southeast Asia.”63  
 
Those established shops and firms also put advertisements on the Newspapers to 
publicize their Chinese goods. A company called Kuang Fu Ch’en advertised on the 
Chinese press like Lat Pau and Kok Min Jit Poh for a very long time. To promote 
native products and recover the interests and rights of China, as it claimed, it imported 
a variety of goods from Guangzhou, Shanghai and other Chinese regions to meet the 
Singapore Chinese who had very high patriotic feelings.64 This advertisement was 
first published in late 1915. It indicates that there was a relationship of the 
anti-Japanese feelings to this advertisement. But the shop went on publishing 
advertisement in 1916 and stressed its aim was to promote Chinese products. The only 
difference was that the advertisement in 1916 used the term “national products” 
instead of “native products” used in 1915.65 To promote either national products or 
native products was not a bad way of making profit.  
 
Like Kuang Fu Ch’en, some firms dealing in Chinese alcohol called on “Chinese 
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should drink Chinese alcohol” in Chinese newspapers.66 Other firms imported the 
“native textiles from Shanghai and Guangzhou, and lacquer from Fuchou to meet the 
demands of us overseas Chinese fellows”.67 All of these show that the merchants 
began to make use of the buy-Chinese products sentiment in Singapore. Buy-Chinese 
products appeal became an effective marketing strategy.  
 
These facts prove that the buy-Chinese products idea did spread into the Chinese 
community in Singapore especially since 1914, though the editor of Lat Pau still 
criticized the fact that there was a lack of practical action in January of 1915. At the 
same time, the Chinese products exhibitions appeared which further introduce 
Chinese products and the idea of promoting Chinese products into the Singapore 
Chinese community. It will be discussed later as an important case. 
 
Debate about National Products and Native Products 
 
Under the atmosphere of the buy-Chinese products appeal in Singapore, a debate of 
national products and native products took place between two Chinese newspapers, 
Kok Min Jit Poh and Chengnan Pao.  
 
On 30 June 1915, Chengnan Pao published an article titled “What are Native 
Products?” It discussed the differences between “native products” and “national 
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products”. In Chengnan Pao’s opinion, in Singapore, the products from the Republic 
of China could be called national products, but the local products of Singapore should 
be called native products. Similarly, in the Republic of China, the products of the 
Republican China could be called native products, but if they were exported to other 
countries, they had to be called national products.68  
 
Disagreeing with the opinions of Chengnan Pao, Kok Min Jit Poh thought Chinese 
native products meant Chinese national products. It had two points. Firstly, “we are 
Chinese nationals. Our readers are Chinese nationals. To us Chinese nationals, native 
products are national products.” Secondly, “Even in Singapore, it is unreasonable to 
mistaken local products like coconuts or pepper for national products of the 
Republican China”.69  
 
Chengnan Pao argued against Kok Min Jit Poh in July. Kok Min Jit Poh was accused 
of not allowing the use of the term “national products”. It defended and clarified its 
opinion that there was no difference between using “native products” and “national 
products”. The debate between the two newspapers like that did not stop until 6 July.70 
Ultimately, there was no resolution to the debate. The tedious debate was not 
welcomed by the readers. A merchant reader said, “Native is our native. Nation is our 
nation. There is no difference. We merchants use native products as well as national 
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products. The choice is due to convenience.”71  
 
The appearance of the debate reflects that both the terms about Chinese products had 
been frequently used till 1915. Lasted a week, the debate caused the spread of the idea 
of promoting Chinese products to some extent. However, neither of the newspapers 
realized that the nature of the term “national products” is political. It would take the 
Singapore Chinese a longer time to replace “native products” by “national products”. 
It was not until the 1920s the term “native products” completely disappeared.  
 
1919: The May Fourth Movement 
 
The end of WWI ended the golden age of China’s industrialization; it also burst the 
bubble of hope of recovering China’s lost interests. The Versailles Peace Conference 
was held in Paris on 18 January 1919. Under the pressure of public opinion, the 
Chinese delegation submitted an appeal to the conference demanding the abolition of 
the privileges held by the foreign powers in China, the abrogation of the Twenty-one 
Demands and the return to China of the German privileges in Shandong seized by 
Japan during the war. However, in the Peace Treaty with Germany all the German 
interests in Shandong were to be handed over to Japan. As to the Chinese demands for 
the abolition of the privileges enjoyed by the foreign powers in China and for the 
annulment of the Twenty-one Demands, the conference did not bother to discuss them 
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at all. China’s diplomatic failure disillusioned and enraged the Chinese people, 
especially the Chinese intellectuals and young students, who had been excited by false 
hopes of gain from the conference in Europe.  
 
On 4 May, more than three thousand student demonstrators marched first against the 
Legation Quarter in Beijing, where they were turned away because of guards. They 
then congregated outside the house of the Minister of Communications, Ts’ao Ju-lin, 
who as Vice-Foreign Minister under the Yüan Shih-k'ai government signed the 
Twenty-one Demands with Japan. Riot broke out, and the house was sacked and burnt. 
The Chinese Minister to Japan, Chang Tsung-hsiang, who had also been accused of 
selling out a series of railway rights to Japan, was caught and badly beaten. The 
movement that began on 4 May was maintained over the next few weeks with 
remarkable firmness and fervor throughout the country. In Beijing and other major 
cities there was a boycott against Japanese goods by shopkeepers and their costumers, 
dockworkers refused to unload Japanese ships and shops and houses of Japanese 
companies and private citizens were destroyed or looted by rioters.72 From 5 to 11 
June, about 70,000 workers of the textile and metal-working industries and transport 
and public services in Shanghai went on strike. The strike also involved workers in 
the Japanese-owned textile mills and in the American, British and French 
enterprises.73  
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The May Fourth Movement offered a new focus for the overseas Chinese in their 
orientation towards the motherland. In Malaya and Singapore, the Chinese organized 
their own anti-Japanese boycott. The boycott achieved climax and violence in June. 
On 19 June 1919, the Japanese were attacked. Gangs of Chinese raided households 
and destroyed the Japanese goods and non-Japanese goods found in them. And arson 
was committed, and the turmoil and disturbances resulted in three deaths and eight 
injured.74  But the disturbances were mainly restricted to Chinese students and 
laborers, and some secret societies’ members. It was believed that some of them were 
not motivated by patriotism and nationalism, because non-Japanese goods were also 
destroyed and unreasonable violence was used.75  
 
For those Chinese merchants who dealt with Japanese, the anti-Japanese violence was 
a nightmare. Some firms received blackmails and were threatened with violence if 
dealing with Japanese was not stopped. They had to publish declarations. During the 
whole of June, there were lengthy and tedious declarations made in newspapers. The 
following is a typical declaration.  
 
We received our Chinese fellowmen’s letter that asked us to stop shipping the 
certain country’s goods on 20 June 1919. The requests have been followed ever 
since the day we received it. However, some goods that ordered before have not 
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received, and more than $3000 has not received. We appeal that every 
fellowman sympathize and give us one more week so that we can receive the 
goods and the money. After that, we will not dare to deal with the people of the 
certain country.76  
 
The rising tide of the Chinese nationalism after the May Fourth Movement alerted the 
British government to the potential instability of local Chinese politics. On 20 June, 
the SCCC had been instructed by the Chinese Protectorate to persuade the Chinese to 
stop violence and obey the laws of the colonial government.77 On the same day, 
Governor-General Young declared Martial Law as a prompt action.78 The main 
content was that no poster or pamphlet which advocated the disturbing of free trade 
and commerce was allowed, and that no assembly or meeting or public speech on the 
same topic was allowed. According to the law, open boycott and calling for boycott in 
newspapers and pamphlets were illegal. Three days later, Consulate-General Wu 
Huang, the representative of the Chinese government, appealed the Chinese 
community not to disrupt law and order in the island and bring more trouble with the 
colonial authority.79  
 
Compared with the ardor of the students, laborers and gang members, the merchants 
and the majority expressed their thoughts quietly. Especially under the strict 
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atmosphere of the Martial Law, some of them used a more peaceful way to express 
their concern for China’s cause. They promoted Chinese products and founded 
Chinese products companies. By selling Chinese products, the Chung Hwa National 
Products Company took the advantage of the situation. Its advertisement said, “We 
have imported Chinese products from factories and agencies in China for several 
years. The patriotic ardor of our overseas Chinese is so high these days that our 
company cabled back to China as soon as possible and imported a large number of 
national products to Singapore.”80  
 
The attendance of the press amplified the voice of promoting Chinese products. 
Besides the abundant advertisements of Chinese products, the Chinese newspapers 
continued to put out information about the Chinese products. From July to August, 
Lat Pau published a long series of articles, which provides information of the Chinese 
firms and their products. The articles helped to introduce the Chinese products to 
Chinese in Singapore.  
 
In spite of lacking leadership, the Singapore Chinese was introduced to the promotion 
of Chinese products under the atmosphere of anti-Japanese sentiment. Since violent 
and obvious boycott was not allowed in Singapore, the appeal of promoting products 
of their own country became a powerful and profitable weapon. Therefore, more and 
more merchants began to exploit the possibility of profiting from promoting the 
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Chinese products by taking advantage of the nationalism and patriotism of their 
Chinese fellowmen. That can answer the question of why more firms specializing in 
Chinese products were set up after the May Fourth Movement.81  
 
Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Company: Nationality Problem in WWI 
 
Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Company (NBT) is a special case in illustrating how an 
overseas Chinese company could suffer in the boycott or take advantage of the 
buy-Chinese products sentiment. Every since its foundation, NBT had made full use 
of the Chinese nationalistic sentiment to develop itself into one of the largest Chinese 
tobacco, which on par with the powerful British-American Tobacco Company (BAT). 
The BAT was a joint venture formed by British-based Imperial Tobacco Company and 
the American Tobacco Company of the USA in 1902. It had become the premier 
business in the cigarette business, overcoming all competition and maintaining a 
lucrative monopoly of the cigarette market by 1915.82 In 1915, the newcomer NBT 
tried to enter the China market, which raised rivalry between the two companies. The 
BAT tried to expel the NBT out of China by all means. It accused the NBT’s 
affiliation with Japan, because the NBT’s owner, Chien Chao-nan was a Japanese 
citizen with a Japanese name.  
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The 1915 anti-Japanese boycott, the suspected affiliation between NBT and Japan was 
spread by the BAT, which hurt NBT a lot. “In all of Nanyang’s major distributing 
points—Canton, Singapore, Bangkok—the company’s distributors reported that 
rumors abounded in 1915 concerning Nanyang’s reliance on Japanese capital and 
personnel.”83 A Singapore Chinese merchant threatened that he and his Singapore 
compatriots would cease to do business with NBT unless Chien Chao-nan agreed to 
publish a newspaper notice announcing the cancellation of his Japanese citizenship.84 
However, the NBT turned the tables by appealing to Chinese national pride in their 
advertisement. They said, “Chinese should smoke Chinese cigarettes!” Counteracting 
the rebuke of Japanese ties, NBT entered China marked successfully by identifying 
itself with the buy-Chinese products movement in 1915.85  
 
When the Chinese boycott rose to against Japan in 1919, the BAT again took up the 
historical issue of the NBT’s owner’s citizenship again. This rumor spread in the large 
cities and treaty ports like Shanghai, Guangzhou and Hong Kong. NBT fought hard 
against the attacks from BAT and the Chinese nationalists. It published declarations to 
prove their Chinese identity everywhere. Later the declarations appeared in Singapore. 
In mid-June, the newspapers in Singapore put on a short declaration of the company. 
In late that month, a larger declaration was published. The declaration covered a 
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whole page, on which many major Chinese chambers of commerce proved the NBT 
was a Chinese-owned company. It was actually more of an advertisement in the guise 
of a declaration, so that the purposes of both publicizing and clarification could be 
realized. Through the battle between the NBT and BAT, the ideas of Chinese national 




Yeung Ching School and the First Chinese Products Exhibition 
 
The growth of Chinese schools increased rapidly within Singapore in the 1910s. At 
the same time, the colonial government did not interfere with the Singapore Chinese 
education until 1920, after which the great number of Chinese schools forced the 
British Government to pay attention.86 Authorized by the Chinese government, the 
textbooks of the overseas Chinese schools were China-oriented even though they may 
not be anti-British.87 Following the educational policies of the Chinese government, 
and also through the nationalistic teachers from China, Chinese nationalism was 
imparted to the students in the Chinese schools.  
 
The Chinese schools and youth societies actively responded and participated in the 
nationalistic activities. Instead of the Chinese merchants who had the economic 
strength to push the buy-Chinese products movement but did not do it in great degree, 
the Chinese schools took up the large part of the task within the Singapore Chinese 
community in the 1910s. Yeung Ching School was the first school that promoted 
Chinese products.  
 
Yeung Ching School was initially known as the Guangzhao Primary School because 
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the Cantonese founders were hailed from Guangzhou and Zhaoqing. Most of the 
founders were merchants and some were educated. Yeap Jih Yun, the editor of Lat 
Pau from 1881 to 1921 drafted the constitution for the school. It was renamed Yeung 
Ching School in 1911. This school was believed to be the first modern vernacular 
Chinese school in Singapore.88  
 
Led by Soong Sen (also Soong Mu Lin) from 1907 to 1915, the school was one of the 
bases of the Chinese nationalistic education at that time. Soong Sen was a zealous 
Chinese nationalist. He was repatriated and prohibited to enter the British colony 
permanently when he and his colleagues were found “have a lot of anarchist literature 
and correspondence” in Kuala Lumpur in the May Fourth Movement in 1919.89  
 
In 1913, a student work exhibition was held by the Yeung Ching School. However, as 
the exhibition was too small and limited within the school itself, it was decided to 
hold a larger exhibition that could include the student work from other schools and 
products from the merchants in 1914.90 This became the first Chinese products 
exhibition in the history of Singapore Chinese community, the Chinese Products and 
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Student Work Exhibition. It was held on 16 and 17 October 1914 as a celebration of 
the birthday of Confucius on 16 October. The goal was to “promote Chinese products, 
assist education, rouse the patriotism of overseas Chinese, and retrieve the 
out-flowing rights and interests of China”91. The Chinese Consulate-General was 
invited to the opening ceremony to give a speech about the Chinese industrialization 
goal and problems and other topics.  
 
The number of the visitors exceeded the expectation of the organizer. It had been 
assumed that the Singapore economic situation did not allow the hosting of the 
exhibition at the beginning of the European War. However, it turned out to be a 
splendid event in the Chinese community. The visitors flooded into the showrooms as 
soon as the opening bell rang. The showrooms were crowded at once. The alumni 
even remembered it several decade years later. One alumnus recalled in 1957, “It (the 
exhibition) was a pioneer in the community at that time. The whole Chinese 
community was stirred.”92 Another one said the Chinese products exhibition was so 
innovative that it attracted the whole community to visit. He said with hyperbole, 
“Every house and street was empty because all people were crowded in the 
exhibition.” His family had not believed in the modern Chinese school and sent him 
to the old-style private school for several years, but this impressive exhibition 
changed his family’s opinion and he was later sent into the modern Yeung Ching 
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Among the visitors, you could find various Singapore Chinese classes. Very few of 
them had the experience of visiting similar exhibition before. It was the first time for 
the majority to see the modern exhibition. The rustic peasants and uncouth 
townspeople were so dazzled by the colorful exhibits and arrangements that they 
could not decide where they should fix their eyes on. The illiterate old countrywomen 
were stunned by the beautiful variety of exhibits that they had never seen before. 
They thought those were the works of gods. The old-style refined and educated literati 
either recited poetry or scrutinized the exhibits to show they are learned and 
highbrow.94 
 
The exhibits and environment intermixed into a strange picture, which was a dialogue 
between Chinese tradition and western civilization. Within the exhibition, the flowers 
blooming in the roof, the fishes playing at the backyard pool and the Chinese style 
fountain remind us the traditional Chinese life style. At the same time, the 
machine-made modern exhibits and the ice-creams sold in the exhibition indicated the 
influence of western technology and industrialization.95 The different classes and 
mixed cultures hence shaped a microcosmic Singapore Chinese community in the 
Chinese School.  
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It was a massive undertaking on the part of the organizer to prepare the product 
exhibit, since business was in depression in Singapore because of the war.96 It was 
the first exhibition and the advertisement was published only ten days before the 
exhibition, which meant more difficult. But a report said, “Because there are so many 
products from every firm, the exhibits are divided into 15 places and only 2 places to 
exhibit the educational achievements… Over 30 parts including machines, silks, 
cotton cloth, tea, tobacco, medicine, etc. have been placed. Moreover, more than 
1,800 products from Shanghai and Guangzhou will be sent and exhibited.”97 At last, 
over 100 producers sent their products and goods for displaying. The products 
exhibits were divided into 19 groups and under every group a variety of subgroups 
were classified. The 19 groups were: (1) books, (2) gymnastic apparatus, (3) 
naturalistic specimen, (4) physical apparatus, (5) musical instruments, (6) stationeries, 
(7) printing machines, (8) textile, (9) clothes, shoes and accessories, (10) carpentry, 
(11) chinaware, (12) hardware, (13) silk, (14) artwork, (15) lacquers, (16) medicine, 
(17) food and beverage, (18) tea and alcohol, (19) miscellaneous items.98  
 
Some of the products were produced locally, but most of them were from China. 
Further research shows that these products were the goods from their Singapore 
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agents or branches. Some shops dealt in products from different places of China, they 
simply sent samples. It seems no representative or letter were specially sent back 
China to collect the exhibits. The exhibition was probably only limited in the 
Singapore Chinese community and that there was no official linkage between the 
organizers and relevant China’s organizations. At the same time, the majority of the 
exhibits were educational instruments, mainly because the organizer was an 
educational rather than commercial organization.  
 
The exhibition was filled with the posters on which the slogans like “promote Chinese 
products” were read. Two Chinese couplets are worthy to be mentioned. On the 
entrance, a couplet read, “To persuade overseas Chinese to promote national products, 
to courage students to study hard for future”. The other one was on the exit and it said 
“industrial traditions, educational pioneers”. Both of the couplets expressed the theme 
of the exhibition and further impressed the visitors. The Chinese newspapers were 
read by a limited number of educated Chinese. In short, the exhibition was much more 
effective than the newspapers in spreading the thoughts of promoting Chinese 
products. “The industrial products from motherland reminded the students and the 
overseas Chinese of their motherland”99, an alumnus remembered.  
 
The first exhibition held by the Yeung Ching School was so successful that two 
similar exhibitions were held in later years. No information about the second 
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exhibition has been found yet. The third exhibition was held in 1919, the year when 
the May Fourth Movement and anti-Japanese boycott happened, but it was not trigged 
by the anti-foreign sentiment. The preparation of the exhibition started in December 
of 1918. At first, it was planned to be held in January 1919.100 However, since the 
Chinese lunar new year was in January, few people would attend then so it was 
postponed to July 1919.101 Then, the riots that happened in June brought in the 
Martial Law that prohibited any public assembly.102 The exhibition was prolonged 
once again, and it was not until the 20 October 1919 that the exhibition was held 
finally.103  
 
It is hard to compare the third exhibition with the one held in 1914, because of a lack 
in source materials. However, what is known is that the third one did express some 
new characteristics. Firstly, the exhibition did not exhibit the education achievements 
from other Chinese schools any more. Only the works of the students of Yeung Ching 
School were exhibited. Secondly, it seems that the exhibition did not pay much 
attention to the exhibit of Chinese products either. Or more accurately, the exhibition 
paid more attention to the showing of the students’ works. The students’ works were 
put into a more commodious place to catch the visitors’ eyes while the Chinese 
products were put into a relatively narrow place which was complained about by 
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some visitors.104 Thirdly, the exhibition was successful from the angle of view of the 
number of the visitors. It was held for 3 days. The first day was the most crowded 
because it was a Chinese holiday to celebrate the birthday of Confucius. It was 
reported that the attendance was 10,000 daily.105 
 
The exhibits of the students’ work also reflected the influence of promoting Chinese 
products on the Yeung Ching School’s education. A student institute of techniques and 
craftworks was founded in 1919. It aimed at helping the students with their vocation 
and developing industry to recover the rights of China.106 The second aim was 
apparently too great to be realized, but the students looked on it as their responsibility, 
which reflected the atmosphere of promoting Chinese products and developing 
industry permeated the field of education greatly. The institute studied how to make 
tooth powder, ink and shoeshine by Chinese raw materials. Its produces were 
exhibited in the exhibition and sold in some shops in Singapore.107  
 
The exhibition in 1914 was important for its historic significance and characteristics 
in spite of its limitations. First and foremost, the exhibition was the first recorded 
Chinese products exhibition in the history of the Chinese community in Singapore. As 
a real action, it marked a new era of buy-Chinese products movement. After that, 
more products exhibitions were organized by the Chinese schools and merchants. 
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Secondly, it was not a simple exhibition, but an exhibition with nationalistic and 
patriotic meaning. The organizers wanted to impart idea of promoting and consuming 
Chinese products into the Singapore Chinese by the exhibition so that the overseas 
Chinese could be more loyal to China. Thirdly, it was nationalistic action independent 
of any anti-foreign feeling. It was not directly related to any boycott event and 
anti-foreign emotion. It was a strong evidence of the separation of the buy-Chinese 
products movement from the boycott. Also, it was an exhibition which was not for 
profit-making but for promoting Chinese products. The buy-Chinese products appeal 
therefore was unconstrained. Fourthly, its scale was not small but large. More than 
100 units attended, the majority of them being firms and shops. An estimation of 
hundreds of different products was displayed during the two days. Fifthly, it was an 
exhibition that included the merchants, students, and the common Chinese in 
Singapore. It was not limited into a small group but attended by various Chinese 
classes, which reflects that the Chinese products exhibition was a good method of 
promoting Chinese products in a large scale.  
 
Finally, this exhibition clearly defined “Chinese products”. The rules of the exhibition 
said, “The exhibits in the exhibition should be confined in those produced in Chinese 
firms, no matter whether the raw materials are Chinese or not. (Note: the native 
textiles made in China these days are mainly made up from imported raw materials. 
But since they are made by the Chinese, they are called native textiles. Moreover, if 
wool, cocoon fiber, etc. are exported and made into fleece, worsted, etc. by the 
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foreigners, they should not be considered as Chinese products. )”108  
 
However, the limitations were clear. The products were not abundant, due to the 
unadvanced industry and scant Chinese products. It was also the result of the urgent 
preparation and limited participant firms. Moreover, the educational products were in 
the more significant places for it was a school that held this exhibition. Merchants did 
not play an important role in it. They were participants instead of organizers. These 
disadvantages would be gradually resolved in the later years.  
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Part Three  
The 1920s: Further Development of the Buy-Chinese Products Movement 
 
The end of WWI did not grant China any actual interests and rights that she could 
receive or recover, which disappointed the Chinese at home and overseas. An 
overseas Chinese complained, “When the European War happened, we were all 
eagerly hoping that the justice would be settled after the annihilation of the power 
politics. However, the situation is contrary today. Not only the former dreams are 
destroyed, but also the future will become more and more dangerous. From now on, 
the economic competition will be more violent; the distance between the power and 
the poor will be larger; and the problems will be more.”109 He pointed out the 
significance of developing economy, which echoed with the self-strengthening ideas 
influencing the Chinese societies after the May Fourth Movement.  
 
In the 1920s, many Chinese proposed to save China through industrialization. 
Overseas markets were one of their targets. The Chinese firms wanted to expand 
overseas markets to decrease the competition pressure from the foreign-owned firms 
in China. Southeast Asia had the largest overseas Chinese populations and good 
economic situations, so when the Chinese firms wanted to expand their overseas 
markets, they thought about Southeast Asian region. Hence, Chinese trade missions 
frequently came to Singapore to investigate the trade and commercial situation and 
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promote their products. Many trade missions were nongovernmental but organized by 
several companies or commercial organizations. Hsü Keng Hwa, who visited 
Singapore and Southeast Asia in the 1910s, came to Southeast Asia with some 
samples produced by two Shanghai factories in which he was the marketing chief 
from 1924 to 1926. In 1924, he and several other delegates visited the Southeast Asia 
from Shanghai. They brought abundant products with them. When they came to 
Singapore again in 1925, they were invited to give a speech to the member of the 
Nanyang Youth Lee Chee Association and other Chinese schools. Then a small-scale 
exhibition was held in the Association.110 In 1926, he even brought over forty crates 
of produces and prepared to hold a large exhibition in Singapore, but it seems that the 
exhibition was not realized.111  
 
Not only the merchants from China, but also the Chinese merchants in Singapore 
actively promoted Chinese products. It was believed, “Overseas Chinese merchants 
should develop China’s industry and expand the market of national products in 
overseas.”112 On the one hand, Chinese nationalism was encouraged by the Chinese 
government and patriotic Chinese. On the other hand, China’s industry developed. To 
sell Chinese products could be a profitable enterprise by showing their nationalism.  
 
Chung Hwa National Products Company was opened in 1915 in Singapore. However, 
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because of the fluctuant exchange rate of Chinese dollars and other reasons the 
company failed in 1920. More and more firms announced to deal in Chinese products 
and Chinese products companies were set up in Singapore till the 1920s. For instance, 
Chung Nan Trade Company and Hsiang Chi Company were opened in 1923. In 
Chinatown, the journalist from Lat Pau called a street in Chinatown “Chinese 
Products Street” because the street was filled with firms dealing in Chinese 
products.113 
 
1922: Malaya Borneo Exhibition 
 
The Malaya Borneo Exhibition was organized by the British colonial government for 
welcoming the British Prince of Wales who was going to visit Singapore on 31 March 
and 1 April 1922. It was a large exhibition which lasted 9 days and attracted over 
300,000 visitors. The Straits Times reported, “the exhibits of the Chinese Section 
mark a great advance in the propaganda for the sales and the development of China 
made products in the principal centers of China”114.  
 
The exhibition invited Japan and China and other countries to attend. It was like a 
competition of taking the Southeast Asian markets between Japan and Chinese in the 
opinion of the Singapore Chinese. The SCCC announced, “Japanese merchants have 
sent back 500 announcements and are trying to ship Japanese products for this 
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exhibition quickly so that they can obtain the Southeast Asian markets. They also 
rented 120 exhibit rooms.” The SCCC wanted to compete with the Japanese 
merchants “to expand China’s international trade”115 . The SCCC set a special 
department to collect the products from large cities of China for the exhibition.116 
Ever since the SCCC received the news of preparing exhibition in November 1921, it 
had begun to prepare for it. Four booths were rented for exhibiting the Chinese 
products. The SCCC also budgeted $1,000 to build a Chinese building to lodge the 
exhibits.117 The rules of collecting Chinese products were published in many Chinese 
newspapers in China, Singapore, and other Malayan regions. Manufactures, artifacts 
and food stuffs were required. 
 
A delegate was sent back to China to collect exhibits. The SCCC agreed to pay the 
carriages, insurances and taxes for those exhibits from China. Till the time of the 
exhibition at the end of May 1922, the products from East and South China was sent 
to Singapore, including 27 crates of products from the Shanghai Chamber of 
Commerce. Local Chinese firms and agencies attended the exhibition themselves, 
among which, there were the Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Company, Sincere Company 
from Hong Kong, Ma Yü Shan Confectionary Company, Tan Kah Kee & Company, 
Ho Ho Biscuits Company, Commercial Press, and Chung Hwa Book Company.  
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In the exhibition, Chinese goods were well sold because of the good quality and low 
price. For example, the daily sale of the Nayang Brothers Tobacco Company was not 
lower than $600-700.118 The Straits Times pointed out that the success of the 
Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Company was directed to the low price of their cigarettes 
was sold at and good advertisements.119 Its total sale during the exhibition was about 
$10,000.120 A hosiery firm’s goods became out of stock even before the end of the 
exhibition.121 The news was very inspiring for the Chinese firms and Chinese 
products proponents.  
 
While the Chinese community was fascinated by the cheap and good Chinese 
products, the merchants from China were studying the products of other countries and 
investigating the economy and market of Singapore. The merchants in China looked 
on the Malaya Borneo Exhibition as a good opportunity of both promotion and 
learning. They organized the Shanghai Industrial Mission to visit the exhibition. The 
SCCC received the mission as the host and introduced the situations of local 
companies and markets to the delegates.122  
 
Moreover, the Malaya Borneo Exhibition directly stimulated the foundation of the 
Chinese commercial museum in the SCCC. It was reported,  
                                                        
118 Lat Pau, 11 April 1922. 
119 Straits Times, 10 April 1922. 
120 Lat Pau, 22 April 1922. 
121 Ibid., 11 April 1922. 
122 Ibid., 20 March 1922.  
 61
 
We overseas Chinese play an important role in the economy of our sojourning 
places. Our commercial museum should have been set up for a long time. In 
these years, it is possible to promote our national products. Therefore, the 
commercial museum has to be set up as soon as possible, so that the good 
quality and large quantity of our national products can be exhibited. When the 
Malaya Borneo Exhibition was decided, the SCCC sent delegate back to China 
to collect national products and herald the promotion of national products… All 
the collected products will not be sent back to China but used as the basis of the 
Chinese commercial museum. This action is really helpful to the future of our 
national products and our overseas Chinese.123  
 
The foundation of the museum symbolized the SCCC would play a long-term instead 
of a casual role in the buy-Chinese products movement after 1922.  
 
All in all, the Malaya & Borneo Exhibition was a special case to study, although we 
should not overestimate the role of the Chinese department in the exhibition. This 
exhibition organized by the colonial government supplied at least two aspects of 
information to us. Firstly, it reflected the recognition of the manufacturers of China to 
the importance of the Southeast Asian markets. The departure of the trade mission 
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from Shanghai was ceremonious according the reports of the large newspapers of 
China like Shen Bao (Shanghai news). Secondly, the SCCC joined into the 
buy-Chinese products movement. To promote and introduce the outsiders recognize 
Chinese products became a task as well as an honor to the SCCC. Moreover, the 
research shows that this exhibition was named Singapore Exhibition in China then. 
Therefore, some researchers mistakenly thought it was the first exhibition 
emphasizing Chinese products in Singapore.124 The previous chapter has proven that 
the first Chinese products exhibition was in 1914. 
 
1928: A Turning Point and Chinese Products Exhibition in the Anti-Japanese 
Boycott 
 
Warlordism, internal disunity, and external threat jeopardized the young republican 
China for many years. It was not until 1928 the Nationalist Government controlled 
and reunified China under the leadership of Chiang Kai-shek. For the Republican 
China, it was a political turning point. For the buy-Chinese products movement in 
Singapore, it was also proved to be a watershed.   
 
In this year, the Nationalist Government showed their unprecedented interest in the 
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overseas Chinese. 125  The Nationalist Government resuscitated the Office for 
Overseas Chinese Affairs in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. At the end of 1927, the 
rules of organizing Office for Overseas Chinese Affairs were promulgated. Half a year 
later, the Office for Overseas Chinese Affairs was renamed Overseas Chinese 
Commission and reported directly to the Nationalist Government, which means the 
status of the Commission was very high, also as were those of the overseas Chinese. 
The Chinese National Education Conference was held in 1928 which also indicated 
the higher interest of the Nationalist Government to the overseas Chinese. The 
conference resulted in that Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles should be adopted as the 
basic principles in the education of overseas Chinese students. 
 
In this year, the Nationalist Government launched a nation-wide buy-Chinese 
products movement. The Ministry of Industry and Commerce issued the Chinese 
National Products Tentative Standard. It divided national products into different levels 
based on capitals, managements, raw materials and employees. The Nationalist 
Government issued a command to promote Chinese national products on 19 April 
1928. It required the Ministries of Education, Industry and Commerce, Finance, 
Home Affairs, and every provincial and coequal municipal government to support and 
encourage the buy-Chinese products movement.126 Later, the Nationalist Government 
                                                        
125 Yoji Akashi, “The Nanyang Chinese Anti-Japanese and Boycott Movement, 1908-1928”, 
p. 80.   
126 Nationalist Government Secretariat (Ed.), Zhonghua minguo guomin zhengfu gongbao 
(Nationalist Government gazette of the Republic of China) (Taipei, 1972), No. 51, 19 April 
1928, p.11. 
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continuously commanded all governmental offices to consume national products, and 
“the purchase of foreign products that can be replaced by national products will not be 
reimbursement.”127 The taxes of some national products were reduced so that they 
could compete with foreign products.128 The rules of national products diplomas and 
the rules of encouraging industrial products were promulgated by the government too. 
Because of the encouragement of the government, more and more Chinese products 
exhibitions were held all over China in this year. The command was also sent to 
overseas Chinese communities, which informed the overseas Chinese of how the 
Nationalist Government emphasized the buy-Chinese products movement. The local 
Chinese newspaper that reported the exhibitions in China reminded the Singapore 
Chinese the possibility of exhibiting Chinese products in Singapore.  
 
In this year, a massive anti-Japanese boycott took place in almost all the Chinese 
communities over the world. This boycott pushed the appeal of buying and using 
Chinese national products. The anti-Japanese boycott was the consequence of the 
Tsinan Incident. The Japanese troops had been sent to Shandong when the Nationalist 
Army undertook its first campaign in Northern China in 1927. In April 1928, the 
second Northern Expedition of the Nationalist Army was undertaken to unify China. 
The Japanese was their important obstacle in Northern China. Japan sent troops to 
Jinan (Tsinan), Shandong under the name of emigrant protection. On 1 May, the 
Nationalist army entered Jinan. On 3 May, the clash between Japanese troops and the 
                                                        
127 Ibid., No. 65. p. 44. 
128 Ibid., No. 64. 5 June 1928. p. 20. 
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Nationalist Army occurred. About 18 Chinese diplomatic agents including the 
Chinese negotiator Tsai Kung-shi were killed. On the same day, 1000 Chinese were 
reported to be killed. It was called Tsinan Incident or May Third Incident. On 11 May, 
Jinan fell. The incident roused the anti-Japanese sentiment of the Chinese all over the 
world.  
 
All these factors contributed to the year 1928 as becoming the milestone of the 
Singapore buy-Chinese products movement. The news of the Tsinan Incident was sent 
overseas immediately. The Chinese in Singapore reacted quickly but also cautiously. 
Li Chun, the Chinese Consulate-General in Singapore issued a statement on 8 May. 
He required the Chinese to preserve peace and order in the Singapore. He also 
required the boycott to be an “individual patriotic, peaceful action dictated by 
conscience.”129  
 
Later, more and more individuals and institutions proclaimed boycott. Radical posters 
were found in Singapore. The posters addressing “to overseas fellowmen” said, “our 
people have decided to break off economic relation with Japan”.130 A Cantonese was 
arrested for handing round 2000 anti-Japanese leaflets.131 Chinese school students 
swore not to buy Japanese products permanently.132  Different social classes in 
                                                        
129 Yoji Akashi, “The Nanyang Chinese Anti-Japanese and Boycott Movement, 1908-1928”, 
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130 Nanyang Siang Pau, 12 May 1928.  
131 Ibid., 14 May 1928.  
132 Ibid.  
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Singapore began to raise fund for the victims.133 Half a month after the Tsinan 
Incident, a large assembly was held on 17 May 1928. More than 100 associations and 
over 1000 overseas Chinese belonging to different dialects attended. This assembly 
specially emphasized the way of boycott “should obey the laws of colonial 
government, ought not to go beyond the limitation of the laws. If going beyond, it will 
destroy the boycott instead of helping it. Therefore, we should use the civilized 
method to economic coercion.”134 After this Chinese emigrants’ assembly, the main 
tasks of Singapore Chinese society to Tsinan Incident were basically settled as boycott 
and relief. On 19 May, Singapore Shantung Relief Fund Committee was set up. 
 
With the experience of violent boycott that raised too many problems, the British 
government adopted a policy of discouraging boycott. Demonstrations against Japan 
were banned. “What was mounted was a boycott movement which involved peaceful 
actions of stopping imports, distribution, sale and consumption of Japanese goods; 
and of terminating transactions with Japanese companies and withdrawing accounts 
from Japanese banks.”135 However, since the activities of the Chinese did not offend 
the law and order of Singapore, the colonial government could not interfere with it. 
The Straits Times wrote, “There are reports of serious distress among Japanese 
shopkeepers and small traders in Singapore, and without any wish to take sides it is 
impossible not to feel heartily sorry for these unfortunate victims of circumstance. 
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135 Yen Ching-hwang, “The Response of the Chinese in Singapore and Malaya to the Tsinan 
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Nothing can be done to prevent boycott so long as it is conducted without breach of 
law and order, but Chinese would do well to bear in mind that they are in a British 
colony and they must keep their political differences to themselves”136. 
 
Like in the former anti-Japanese boycotts, the voice of promoting Chinese products 
became louder during the 1928 anti-Japanese boycott. One of the most distinctive 
characteristics of the 1928 anti-Japanese boycott in Singapore was to hold a Chinese 
products exhibition. When the Singapore Shantung Relief Fund Committee was 
organized, the Chinese Products Exhibition for Shantung Relief Committee was 
organized and a meeting was held on the same day. Sankiang Hui Kuan was one of 
the chief organizers. Sankiang Hui Kuan was not a large organization because of its 
small membership. But it took the Chinese products exhibition as a way of helping the 
victims and expressing itself. The meeting announced the preparation of the most 
important Chinese products exhibition in Singapore in the 1920s. It stated, “Raising 
relief fund is urgent, but promoting Chinese products is basic.” 137  Therefore, 
Sankiang Hui Kuan and the Singapore merchants who were dealing in Chinese 
products decided to promote the Chinese products as a way of boycott. It aimed at 
“wakening the overseas Chinese, promoting the Chinese products,”138 and helping 
raise money for the victims.  
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The exhibition was launched in the meeting attended by owners and managers of 
more than 20 companies, shops, newspapers and association including Sankiang Hui 
Kuan, Chung Hwa Book Company, the Commercial Press, Shanghai Departmental 
Stores, Chung Hwa Native Products Company, Singapore Agency of Kwang Ho 
National Products Company, Chinese Products Emporium, Chung Yang Company, 
Chung Nan Trading Company, and Lat Pau. Merchants played the most important 
roles in the exhibition. As mentioned in the announcement of the Chinese Products 
Exhibition Committee, it was “organized by the firms dealing in Chinese products 
together with the help of Sankiang Hui Kuan”. At the same time, the displayers of the 
exhibition did not only confine within the sponsors. The committee advertised to get 
cooperation of other Chinese factories and merchants who dealt in Chinese products. 
It was believed some of these Chinese merchants wanted to take this opportunity to 
capture for their products the market which was previously dominated by Japanese, 
besides their true interest in investing and promoting Chinese products. The 
representatives of Chinese bookshops and newspapers were probably prompted by 
their belief that the promotion of Chinese products would be good for China on the 
long-term basis.139 
 
After about one month preparation, the Chinese Products Exhibition for Shantung 
Relief was opened in the SCCC from 15 to 25 June 1928. About 30 companies 
                                                        
139 Yen Ching-hwang, “The Response of the Chinese in Singapore and Malaya to the Tsinan 
Incident, 1928”, p. 318. He exemplified that the Cheng Hsing Arts Company lamented the 
control of printing market in Singapore by Japanese, so it called on the Chinese business 
circle to use its products and service. 
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attended the exhibition. The exhibits related to many aspects of the Singapore Chinese 
life. Attracted by the low price and nationalist propaganda, a large number of people 
visited the exhibition. Although it was raining on the first day, it was reported about 
2,000 people visited the exhibition till 8 pm. The exhibition was so popular that the 
sponsor decided to prolong the exhibition to 11 pm instead of 8 pm. 140  The 
attendance was at least 10,000 during the exhibition.141  
 
The goal of the exhibition was “cooperated by Chinese merchants and factories, to 
exhibit Chinese products, to sell cheaply, and to deduct a percentage from the sale”. 
At every night during the exhibition the companies could cash 80 percent of their sale 
and the rest 20 percent would be deposited in the bank. “It would be appreciated if 
more donations or higher deducted percentage are made voluntarily.” 142  For 
seriousness and security, the SCCC was asked to supervise the finance. After the 
exhibition, about $10, 000 worth of goods was sold and about $2,000 was donated to 
the Shantung relief fund.143   
 
This exhibition also had limitations. Firstly, it failed to “obtain the support of many 
local Chinese manufacturers” like Tan Kah Kee and Aw Boon Haw, which suggests 
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the lack of strong support for the movement.144 The absence of the leading Chinese 
manufacturers is probably because they were not interested in the exhibition which 
did not have a wide influence in the community yet. Secondly, the scale of the 
exhibition was not large. Only 10,000 people visited and only $10,000 worth of goods 
was sold. Its small scale could not impart the idea of promoting Chinese products into 
the large population of Singapore Chinese. Even those who visited the exhibition 
might be just attracted by the low price or the exciting atmosphere roused by the 
crowds.  
 
The responses to the 1928 incident broadened the mental horizon of the Chinese in 
Singapore to include all parts of China. It is another high tide of overseas Chinese 
nationalism.145 It crossed the boundary of provinces and dialects and inculcated a 
strong sense of love for China the nation into the mind of overseas Chinese. The 
Chinese merchants, for the first time, organized a Chinese products exhibition in the 
tide of nationalism. The exhibition established the confidence of many Chinese in 
Chinese products, and spread the message of Chinese products to the wider circles in 
the Chinese community.146  From then on, the buy-Chinese products movement 
became a more independent movement and worked even when there was no strong 
anti-foreign sentiment.  
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Since the rise of the Kuomintang to power in 1928 in China, the situation of the 
buy-Chinese products movement changed in Singapore. The movement expanded 
after 1928 in the Singapore Chinese community as a result of political factors and 
economical factors which contributed to the expansion of the movement. Politically, 
the Nationalist Government put promotion of the movement into its agenda and 
encouraged all individuals and entities to practice “buy-Chinese”. Economically, the 
dumping of Japanese products which the Chinese emotionally derogated as “liehuo” 
(inferior products) or “dihuo” (enemy products) threatened the markets of Chinese 
products.  
 
A series of Chinese products exhibitions and other activities were organized during 
these years. First of all, several small-size activities were held around 1930. Then the 
Great World Amusement Park participated, which heralded the beginning of large-size 
Chinese products exhibitions. The task of staging large exhibitions was taken over by 
the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce later. In 1936, the buy-Chinese 
products movement achieved the last and biggest climax in the Singapore Chinese 
community. However, the Second Sino-Japanese War ended the prosperous movement 




Part One  
The Turn of the 1930s 
 
There were four important buy-Chinese products activities from 1929 to early 1932. 
They were organized by different organizations, including the Chinese Industrial and 
Commercial Continuation School, the mission of the Shanghai Chinese factories, the 
Tianjin Chamber of Commerce, and the proposers of the Overseas Chinese National 
Products Report.  
 
Chinese Industrial and Commercial Continuation School and the Buy-Chinese 
Products Movement 
 
The period from 1929 to 1937 witnessed the staging of more and larger Chinese 
products exhibitions than ever been seen before. The first important organization was 
a Chinese school, the Chinese Industrial and Commercial Continuation School. It was 
an active proponent of the buy-Chinese products movement. As early as 1921, the 
school had set up a Chinese commercial museum which was claimed as the earliest 
Chinese commercial museum in Singapore.147 In 1929, the school advertised in the 
newspapers and asked the SCCC to collect samples of Chinese products for its 
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enlarged Chinese commercial museum in the new building.148 It asked for products 
suitable for international trade. Apart from this, the school promised to contact the 
producers or sellers for the business patrons, and to investigate the commercial 
situation in the colonies of Britain and Netherlands for the producers in China, and to 
facilitate the connection of the producers in China and Southeast Asia.149 All these 
goals show the development of industry and commerce was the goal of this school. 
This is not to say that no a certain part indeed stemmed from nationalism resulted 
from the humiliation brought by the Japanese invasion in the former years. But it was 
much clearer that the school paid more attention to developing industry and 
commerce which they thought as the foremost method to strengthen China.  
 
When the new building of the Chinese Industrial and Commercial Continuation 
School was completed, a funfair was held to celebrate. In the funfair, the Chinese 
products were displayed from 8 to 15 June 1930. Table 1 shows about 20 firms 
exhibited their goods in the exhibition150, including Eng Aun Tong (Tiger Balm) and 




                                                        
148 Nanyang gongshang buxi xuexiao sa zhounian jinian kan (Special issue for the 30th 
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Table 1. List of the local firms and agencies that attended the Chinese Products 
Exhibition in the funfair of the Chinese Industrial and Commercial Continuation 
School  
Chen Lim Pineapple 
Factory  





Manufactory   
Jih Ch’eng 
Pineapple Factory 
Chung Kuo Ta 
Ming Glasses 
Company  
Chiu Fu Company 
Kuang Fu Ch’en World Book 
Company 
Kuang Fu t’ai Ta Chung Hwa 
Soda Company 
Chung Nan Chinese 














Hsin Ch’ia Ho Wen Wen Hao 
Source: Sin Kok Min Jit Pao, 28 May 1930. 
 
The exhibition was different with the Chinese Products Exhibition for Shantung 
Relief in 1928, which lacked of large local producers’ participation. However, the 
scale of this exhibition was not very big. It was partly because the main theme was 
not to display the Chinese product but to celebrate the new building. The purpose of 
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the Chinese products exhibition was to “chu ch’ing”, meaning to add the happiness.152 
At the same time, as an educational institute, the school did not have a wide business 
network or the ability to collect exhibits and ask more firms to participate. The prices 
were competitive and vouchers and free gifts were sent out, so that the visitors could 
be attracted.153 The attendance of the funfest was over 5,000 daily,154 but the 
majority of the visitors were not for visiting the exhibition but for the funfair.  
 
Mission of Shanghai Chinese Factories 
 
At the end of 1930, the Association of Shanghai Chinese Factories sent out a mission 
including 6 people to Southeast Asia. The mission was form as the result of an earlier 
unsuccessful traveling Chinese products exhibition. At the beginning of 1930, a 
traveling Chinese products exhibition was planned and endorsed by the Chinese 
Nationalist Government. However, exhibiting abroad had such massive costs that the 
small factories could ill afford it, so the exhibition was replaced by a small mission 
with samples of Chinese products.155 The tasks of the mission were to promote their 
products, to investigate the economic situation, and to study the markets of Chinese 
products in Southeast Asia. 
 
The mission was welcomed by the local merchants. The delegates were greeted 
                                                        
152 Ibid., p.8. 
153 Sin Kok Min Jit Pao, 11 June 1930. 
154 Nanyang gongshang buxi xuexiao sa zhounian jinian kan, p.8. 
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warmly by the SCCC members and journalists at the dock.156 Aw Boon Haw, the 
owner of Tiger Balm, hosted a feast for the delegates on 23 November. On the same 
day, the delegates were invited to have dinner by Lee Choon Eng, the owner of the 
Great World Amusement Park.157 How to promote Chinese products was the favorite 
topic between Shanghai and local merchants. The products that the mission brought 
showed the development of Chinese industry. There were enamelware, extinguishers, 
scientific apparatus, fanners, toothbrushes, hardware, flashlights, hosiery, clothes, 
confectionery, wool hats, lace galloon, and canned food.158 These samples were 
displayed in the SCCC. After one week’s staying in Singapore, the mission moved to 
Malacca and other regions.  
 
Chinese Products Exhibition from North China 
 
The merchants in another Chinese Mainland manufacturing center, Tianjin, noticed 
the importance of the Southeast Asian market too. The Tianjin Chamber of Commerce 
sent off two members to Southeast Asia to display about 100 kinds of products at the 
end of 1931. These products were exhibited in the SCCC on 3 January 1932.159 300 
notices were sent out to the Chinese merchants, but attendance was over 700, and the 
goods that they brought with them were almost completely sold out.160 The Great 
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World Amusement Park, the Youth Society, the Malacca Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce, and the Medan Chinese Chamber of Commerce all asked to hold similar 
exhibitions.161 The enthusiasm of the overseas Chinese communities encouraged the 
delegates. They reported to the Tianjin Chamber of Commerce that “the overseas 
Chinese is more zealous about Chinese products than we are living in Chinese 
mainland”.162 During the two months they spent in Singapore, they contacted the 
Chinese products firms and investigated the product demands of the Chinese in 
Singapore.163 Their report concluded that the Chinese products were welcomed by 
the Singapore Chinese but the supply was inadequate to meet the demand.164 To this 
extent, the goal of the exhibition was fulfilled. 
 
Hwa Ch’iao Kuo Huo Pao (Overseas Chinese National Products Report) 
 
On 8 September 1931, the Japanese attacked the Chinese garrison in Mukden. The 
next day, the Japanese Kwantung army and South Manchurian Railway army 
occupied Beidaying and Shenyang. Changchun and Jilin fell into Japanese hand 
within three days. That is called Manchurian Incident, which provoked high feeling in 
the Chinese both at home and abroad. Boycott against Japan was taken vigorously, as 
was the appeal of promoting Chinese products.  
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A proposal was made to publish a Chinese newspaper titled Hwa Ch’iao Kuo Huo 
Pao (Overseas Chinese national products report) that aimed at promoting Chinese 
products and persuading the overseas Chinese to use Chinese products.165 The 
organizers planned to print at least 3,000 copies for every issue, and to increase the 
number of copies gradually. The local and overseas shops could get the free copies.166 
To make up the cost, a large number of advertisements were required, so the 
organizers formed the rules of advertisement publication. Only those products 
measuring up to the standards made by the Chinese Nationalist Government could be 
advertised in the newspapers.167 However, it seems the newspaper was aborted at 
some stage of its planning. No trace that the newspaper had been published was ever 
found. There might be several reasons. Firstly, the proposal of the newspaper was 
much affected by the anti-foreign sentiment. Unlike the former three buy-Chinese 
products activities, this one was probably a product of the impulsive nationalistic 
decision. Secondly, it might have not had enough financial and technical supports to 
sustain it. Moreover, the newspaper might be too idealistic and not welcomed by the 
pragmatic Chinese merchants. The Chinese merchants would like to advertise in the 
already-founded newspapers which had more readers rather than a new newspaper 
which only served scatterings of readers.  
 
The small-scale buy-Chinese products activities sparked in various places at the 
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beginning of the 1930s. It was proved that neither the manufacturers from China nor 
the local Chinese school had the ability to organize large buy-Chinese products 
activities. The aborted Hwa Ch’iao Kuo Huo Pao reflected that there were some 
zealous Chinese products boosters in the Singapore Chinese community. They did 
want to take the task of promoting Chinese products. It was possible to see some 
larger buy-Chinese products activities at that time. The Great World Amusement Park 
thus took up this task and began the large buy-Chinese products activities.  
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Part Two 
The Great World Amusement Park  
and the Buy-Chinese Products Movement 
 
The Great World Amusement Park was the most important venue for the Chinese 
products promotion in the 1930s. All the large-scale Chinese products exhibitions 
were held in this park in the 1930s. The park was opened in 1931 and quickly became 
one of the largest and most famous leisure centers. It was owned by a Singapore 
Chinese merchant, Lee Choon Eng.  
 
Lee Choon Eng was famous for his good business and sense of nationalism within the 
Singapore Chinese community. He was the youngest recruit from Singapore to join 
the Tung Meng Hui, the revolutionary party organized by Sun Yat-sen in the late Qing 
dynasty. He was the steady supporter of Sun Yat-sen’s revolution. It was said that 
“three times he asked to be admitted as a member (of Tung Meng Hui), but three 
times was this request rejected, for he was ‘too young’.” “Young Lee’s ambition, 
however, was not to be deterred. He began to propound his theories of nationhood and 
to declare his readiness to sacrifice everything he had in the interest of revolution. Dr. 
Sun could not help being moved by the sincerity of Lee’s purpose and the strength of 
his will, and so declared in the end to accept him. Young Lee was awarded the title of 
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‘Yih Hsya’, meaning the ‘righteous knight’.”168 The progress of Lee’s attending the 
revolutionary party reflects that he was a zealous nationalist. After he opened the 
Great World Amusement Park, the funfairs and charity activities were organized in the 
park once a disaster happened in China.  
 
Lee was interested in promoting Chinese products too. When six delegates of Chinese 
factories came to Singapore from Shanghai in 1930, he hosted a feast for the delegates 
and discussed how to invest and promote Chinese products with them.169 The 1930s 
was the high tide years of the buy-Chinese products movement in Singapore. The 
Great World was used frequently as a venue for Chinese nationalistic activities. 
Owned by such an enthusiastic nationalist and Chinese products proponent, the Great 
World joined the tide of the buy-Chinese products movement.  
 
Among all the buy-Chinese products activities that the Great World had played a role 
in, a number were under the auspices of the Great World itself while some were under 
the auspices of the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce. In this chapter, the 
three most important activities that were held by the Great World itself would be 
described and analyzed for the significance of the Great World in the buy-Chinese 
products movement. The three activities are the Commercial Exhibition in 
Commemoration of the First Anniversary of the Great World in 1932, the Chinese 
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products night fair, and the Second Chinese Commercial Exhibition in 1933. The 
success of the first one led to the realization of the next two. 
 
1932: Commercial Exhibition in Commemoration of the First Anniversary of the 
Great World 
 
In the fall of 1931, the Manchuria Incident caused by the Japanese military intensified 
the anti-Japanese sentiment of the Chinese. In January-February 1932, the Japanese 
landed strong naval units to eject Chinese military forces (the 19th Route Army) from 
the Zhabei district, Shanghai. The fighting lasted for a month and ruined much of the 
Zhabei district. As it happened in the Chinese economic center, there were extensive 
news and reports, on which all Chinese’s eyes were fixed. The Japanese Invasion led 
to another high tide of overseas Chinese nationalism in 1932. At its first anniversary 
of foundation in June 1932, the Great World Amusement Park decided to organize a 
large Chinese products exhibition to celebrate, and also to express its nationalism.  
 
The exhibition was called the Chinese National Products Exhibition in Chinese; 
however, in English it was named the Commercial Exhibition in Commemoration of 
the First Anniversary of the Great World. The English name of the exhibition erased 
its nationalistic characteristic. There might be two reasons. Firstly, after the vigorous 
anti-Japanese boycott that happened from late 1931 to early 1932, the British 
government might not approve of other Chinese nationalistic actions in the colony. 
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The non-nationalistic English name could avoid some trouble. Secondly, as an 
amusement park for the public, the Great World lived for profit no matter how 
nationalistic it was. In Singapore, there were not only the overseas Chinese who spoke 
Chinese and were China-oriented, but also the other people like Malay, British, and 
Eurasians who could not speak Chinese, and the straits-born Chinese, most of whom 
were not China-oriented. The neutral English name would probably help to attract 
more visitors.  
 
Although it had such a neutral name, the nature of the buy-Chinese products appeal 
could not be hidden. In the declaration of the exhibition, the Great World claimed,  
 
China is poor and backward, because we Chinese were not patriotic. We belittle 
our Chinese products and prefer foreign products. Therefore, China’s import is 
always over her export, and the wealth drains every year…so to save our 
country, we should promote national products and develop our industry… There 
are so many national products ever since Chinese industrial revolution. Although 
these products may not be all satisfactory, most of them have been rather 
good.170 
At the first anniversary of the Great World, we will hold Commercial Exhibition 
from 1 to 12 June. The spacious park will be filled with Chinese products from 
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China and abroad, so that our overseas Chinese fellowmen can enjoy them.171 
 
The condition was very favorable for the exhibitors. The participant firms needed not 
pay rent and the cost of electrical power. The exhibitors could sell their goods freely 
in the amusement park during the exhibition.172 All the products from China as well 
as other regions that were made by the Chinese firms were recognized as Chinese 
national products and welcomed by the Commercial Exhibition. At the same time, the 
propaganda was successful. The Great World advertised the Commercial Exhibition in 
all large Chinese and English newspapers. Therefore, many Chinese firms did not 
want to miss the good opportunity of displaying and promoting their goods. It was 
reported that over 40 firms would attend till 19 May, and over 70 firms till the 
deadline of application.173 Over 1,000 various Chinese products from China and 
Southeast Asia were displayed and sold in the exhibition with competitive prices. 
These products included rubber products, biscuits, tea, fruits, confection, tobacco, 
shoes, matches, leather, coffee, paints, ceramics, prints, furniture, hardware, silk and 
cotton, medicine, canework, liquor, bricks, soap, sporting goods, cosmetics, etc.174 
Many famous firms attended the exhibition, like Tiger Balm and Tan Kah Kee & 
Company. An art exhibition displayed oil and watercolors paintings and photos by 
local artists.175 The table 2 is a list of the participant firms.  
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Table 2. List of the participant firms that attended the Commercial Exhibition in 
Commemoration of the First Anniversary of the Great World, 1932 
China Bazaar Company Lee Sing Company Chung Products Company 
The Chinese Products 
Emporium Company 
Ku Shing Hong  Industrial & Trading 
Company 
Kung Yue Wine Company Yik Tai Company Hock Ann & Company 
Fine Art Lithograph 
Company 




Eng Aun Tong (Tiger Balm) Ho Ho Biscuit 
Company  
See Soon Company  
Thye Hong Biscuit Factory Tan Phui Kee Furniture 
Company 
Ban Choo Seng Cork Hat 
Company 
Yoong Cheong Shoe 
Company  
Nan Ching Tobacco 
Company 
Merry Company 
Malaya Sporting Goods 
Company  
Ho Hong Soap 
Company 
Tiong Kok Hang 




Woi Fung Sheung Tim 
Khiam Seng Company  New Book Company  Kwong Fook Tai 
Chin Guan Tay Bian Huat Ban Chuan Tong 
                                                        
176 The name of the Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Co. is not in the English list. But the Chinese 
newspapers indicated the Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Co. attended. So the Nanyang 
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Chuan Kee Kong Joo Seng Lim Kim Thye 
Lim Teck Lee Chin Hoo & Company Popular Aerated Water 
Company  
Kong Hong Kong Tai Ban San Chan Medicine 
Shop 
Pok Ai Chai Ng Siong Liong Candy 
Shop 
San Kong Leather Bags 
Company  
Sing Sing Book Store Lee Kim Soo Company 
Nang Heng Furniture 
Company  
Ann Ho Tong Kwong Yik Company  The Empire Store 
Singapore Photo Company  Lip Seng & Company  
Guan Kat Lam Tea 
Company  
Nan Tong Company  
Si Tuck Chi Medicine 
Shop 
Hwa Khiow Tobacco 
Company  
Teo Soon Seng Syrup 
Company  
Kong Yik Loh Kee Sang 
Chong Huat 
Chuan Seng Pineapple 
Company  
Kuen Cheung Long 
Sin Wah Furniture Company 
Tai Sin Cigarettes Paper 
Company 
Siong Hin Lee Kee 
Guan Moh Company 
Source: Straits Times, 9 June 1932.  
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The decoration of the stalls was decided by the participant firms themselves. Every 
firm tried to decorate its stall as attractive and conspicuous as possible. For example, 
the Hock Ann Biscuit and Hock Ann Brick and the Lim Kim Thye Tea laid out 
gardens in their exhibits. Each garden covered a space of about ten square yards and 
showed miniature lakes, houses, hills and people, roads, bridges, lights and real living 
grass and tress.  
 
Some firms did not forget the task of promoting Chinese national products. The 
well-known patriot Tan Kah Kee had a comprehensive display of his rubber goods, 
biscuits and candies, and soaps in the exhibition. Its stall was filled with the 
nationalistic and patriotic slogans, such as “The development of Chinese industry 
determines the survival of China.”; “The key to industry development is 
consumption”; “Promotion of national products requires manufacture, which ties in 
tightly with the development of China and Chinese society. Overseas Chinese should 
stand together to promote national products, to develop industry and to forge a strong 
and wealthy China”; “A nation is weak if she could not manufacture her own national 
products; a nation could not survive if her own people do not buy their national 
products”; etc.177 These slogans stressed that both sales and produce of the Chinese 
products were important. In Tan Kah Kee’s opinion, if there was no development in 
the manufacture process, there was not any development in the buy-Chinese products 
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movement. This shows how Tan Kah Kee not only was a merchant who only focused 
on selling goods, but also was an industrialist who manufactured products. At the 
same time, these slogans demonstrated that the nationalistic characteristic of Tan Kah 
Kee was more obvious than others. He took every opportunity to disseminate 
nationalism and patriotism. 
 
Unlike the vigorous China-oriented Tan Kah Kee’s Stall, Lim Teck Lee did not stress 
the Chinese identity of their goods during the exhibition. Lim Teck Lee was a dealer 
of paints. It imported paints from all over the world including China. In the special 
issue for the Commercial Exhibition that was published by the Great World in 1932, 
however, Lim Teck Lee boasted its paints were “best colour made in Germany”. It is 
an irony in a publication that meant to promote Chinese products. This shows that not 
all firms considered promoting Chinese products seriously.  
 
School children, of any nationality, companied by teachers could visit the exhibition 
without paying the admission fee. The exhibition helped to impart Chinese 
nationalism into the Chinese students. Ladies had free admission too, which attracted 
the females who are always well-known in the business arena of window-shoppers. It 
was estimated that the exhibition attracted crowds of 10,000 people daily.178 The 
large attendance was a surprise for the exhibitors. The Straits Times reporter was told 
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by the sellers that customers were far more plentiful than they had expected.179  
 
The number of sightseers was large, and the business was good from 1 to 12 June, so 
the exhibition was prolonged for a week. Thus, the Commercial Exhibition in 
Commemoration of the First Anniversary of the Great World actually lasted 19 days. 
If there were 10,000 visitors daily, the total attendance would then be about 200,000. 
For the island still suffering in the Great Depression, the number is amazing. However, 
it should be pointed out that the majority of people who visited the exhibition were 
not motivated by their nationalism nor to respond the buy-Chinese products appeal, 
but to enjoy the festivities and buy low price of goods. In the situation of Great 
Depression, low prices were made the exhibition more attractive.  
 
There is no record of the proportion between female and male visitors. But according 
to the information of later Chinese products exhibition, we can estimate that females 
were probably about three-quarter. Therefore, although about 150,000 people were 
free of charge during the exhibition, the Great World still profited much through 
charging about 50,000 people admission fee. Before the foundation of the Great 
World, there had been one amusement park in Singapore, which was called New 
World Park. The New World had been in operation since 1923 under Ong Boon Tat 
and Ong Peng Hock, two Straits-born Chinese merchants.180 There was competition 
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between the New World and the Great World in the early 1930s, although both parks 
were later bought over by Run Run Shaw and his brother. Through the Chinese 
products exhibition, the Great World won more visitors and made more profit. 
Moreover, its reputation of promoting Chinese national products was founded. 
Chinese products exhibition was proven to be a win-win business. It was not surprise 
that the Great World would continue holding Chinese products exhibitions.  
 
Chinese Products Night Fair 
 
To continue the profitable business and keep selling Chinese products, the Great 
World built durable booths to replace the temporary stalls that were used in the 
Commercial Exhibition. 181  It was only a little more than a month after the 
Commercial Exhibition that the Chinese Product Night Fair was opened on 27 July. 
Paying 10 cents, males could enter the amusement park. And Females were still 
admitted free of charge.182  
 
The night fair was convenient for the firms and consumers. For the firms, they could 
have one new branch without much difficulty. Extra employees probably were not 
necessary because the fair was opened only at night. The attendance of the amusement 
park was large and the visitors normally were wealthier and could afford more goods. 
For the consumers, they had more choices and more competitive prices because 
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various goods from different firms were gathered into one place. It was also 
convenient for the consumers to get all the items that they needed at one place. The 
night fair was therefore welcomed by the firms and consumers. Over 60 firms sold 
goods in the night fair since 27 July. The research shows that almost all of them 
participated in Commercial Exhibition one month ago, which implies that the sales of 
the Commercial Exhibition was not bad, else these firms would not rent the stalls in 
the night fair.  
 
Unlike the stalls which were free of charge in the Commercial Exhibition, the new 
durable booths in the night fair were rented by the firms. The night fair was not 
temporary but became a permanent feature of the Great World. Hence, the Great 
World shared the long-term profit by making use of its unused spaces. According to 
the report the Straits Times in 1935, “Those gaming booths, and those stalls which sell 
manufactured goods, food, drink, cigarettes, artificial flowers and a variety of other 
articles, cost the tenants, who shout themselves hoarse and perspire from six p.m. to 
midnight every day, about $15 a month.”183  
 
1933: The Second Chinese Commercial Exhibition at the Great World 
Amusement Park 
 
When the Singapore economy recovered from the Great Depression in 1933, 
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attracting more people into the Great World became possible. The 1932 Commercial 
Exhibition was so good that the Great World would not miss the opportunity of 
organizing another exhibition when its second anniversary was coming. The Great 
World sent “Rules of the Second Chinese Commercial Exhibition” to the factories in 
China and other regions, as well as the local firms dealt in Chinese products. 
Moreover, when a manager of a Chinese products company went back to Shanghai, 
the Great World even delegated him to invite the Chinese-owned firms in China to 
attend the exhibition. Therefore, the Second Chinese Commercial Exhibition was a 
little different with the first one held in 1932. The products in the previous exhibition 
were either made locally like Tan Kah Kee’s products, or collected from the local 
branches or agencies of Chinese firms, or sent by the firms of near regions like Kuala 
Lumpur. On the contrary, the Second exhibition directly contacted the factories in 
China and invited them to attend.  
 
This exhibition lasted from 1 to 10 August 1933. The students led by teachers entered 
free of charge, as the precious time. Teochew fireworks were fired at night from 1 to 
13 Aug.184 Chinese wushu was performed on 6 and 7 August.185 These were used to 
attract more visitors. The Chinese Consulate-General was invited to open the 
exhibition. He praised the exhibition for it introduced Chinese products to the Chinese 
who did not live in China and had never been to China in their lives. Then he 
emphasized his four hopes of promoting Chinese products. First, he hoped the 
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overseas Chinese to know and to consume Chinese products after visiting the 
exhibition. Second, he hoped the Chinese merchants could select and sell good 
Chinese products to the overseas Chinese. Third, he hoped the other Malayan regions 
could follow the example of Singapore to hold similar exhibitions. Fourth, he hoped 
the good exhibits in the exhibition would continue to be displayed in the Great World 
after the exhibition.186 As a matter of fact, the four hopes represented the hopes of all 
the Chinese products supporters at that time.  
 
The number of the exhibits was large, and the kinds varied. They showed the 
development of the Chinese manufactures. Almost all daily commodities could be 
made in the Chinese-owned factories now. The sightseers could find musical 
instruments, books, stationeries, apparatus, medicines, hats, shoes, food, cotton 
products, rubber products, wool, silk, ceramics, jewelry, spices, tobacco and cigarette, 
cigarette paper, condiments, canned food, liquor, biscuits, confectionery, tea, towel, 
soap, oils, eburnean work, bone-made artifacts, bamboo-made artifacts, lacquer, 
hardware, cameras, clocks, leather, luggage and bags, cosmetics, newspapers, 
mattresses, and so on. Those products displayed in the stalls were sold on the spot. 
There were 66 stalls187and 69 firms including 31 local firms, 26 agencies and 12 firms 
from China.188 The products collected from China were not for sale but separately 
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displayed in the Chinese commercial museum of the Great World.189  
 
These exhibitions reflected the change of the attitude of the Singapore merchants to 
the Chinese products exhibition. The majority of the firms were still the old faces that 
appeared in the Commercial Exhibition in 1932 and the Chinese products night fair. 
There was a change of opinion. One year before, when the Great World wanted to 
hold the Commercial Exhibition, it faced the problem that the firms were reluctant to 
participate. At that time, the Great World sent out a special representative to persuade 
local firms to participate. However, 
 
When he went to the shops at first, the employees either refused 
euphemistically, or were suspecting that the representative was to collect relief 
funding, then said that the manager was not in. Even those managers who 
appeared suspected the representative and said, “We cannot survive ourselves 
under such a depressed economy, how can we save others?” When they were 
told he was from the Great World, the managers said, “We have donated to the 
Great World and the New World twice. Please go away.” When they were told 
the significances of the Chinese national products exhibition, some managers 
said, “We can support by our own management, we need not to cut a smart 
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figure by displaying ourselves.”190  
 
But at last many firms were persuaded to join and the later success of the Commercial 
Exhibition convinced them, so they welcomed and participated in the 1933 exhibition.  
 
Nevertheless, the little-changed number and names of the participant firms reflected 
the problem that the Great World had. Although some Chinese firms in China sent 
samples to the Great World, and some directly attended, the scale of the second 
exhibition was not increased as compared to the basis of the previous year. The 
participant firms even were not as many as the previous year. There were over 70 
firms in 1932; however, the number was less than 70 in 1933. The gap was not so 
obvious that we may not be allowed to conclude that the Second Chinese Commercial 
Exhibition was retrogressive. However, it can be agreed that the second one did not 
make much progress either. Either in the exhibition in 1932 or in the night fair or in 
the exhibition in 1933, the participant firms were always about 60 or 70. This may 
mean that the business network of the Great World was not large or wide enough, due 
to the limitation of an individual company. The Great World could mainly contact the 
local firms. Although it asked the manager of the Chinese Products Emporium to 
contact the manufacturers in China, it seemed that the individual connection was not 
strong enough and not many of those manufacturers were interested. Hence, to 
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enlarge the Chinese products exhibition, a larger and more authoritative organization 
was required to be a leader. 
 
The Great World was impelled by two motivations to organize the exhibitions. One 
was the sense of nationalism that its owner had. Lee Choon Eng was a nationalist and 
always tried to help China through his own means. The Chinese Commercial 
Exhibitions was one method that he thought could do China good. The other was 
profit-making. Although we considered Lee as a patriot and nationalist, we should 
always bear in mind that he was also a merchant, who needed to count his profit and 
loss regularly. The Chinese merchants knew how to adapt themselves with the 
different situations. In the case of the Great World, the adaptability of overseas 
Chinese merchants was reflected. The buy-Chinese products movement clearly 
combined nationalism and commercialism together. These dual motivations prove the 
buy-Chinese products movement was an economic nationalist movement.  
 
All in all, the Great World’s participation expanded the scale of the buy-Chinese 
products movement. To use amusement park as the venue of Chinese products 
exhibition made it possible for more participants including merchants and consumers. 
The length of exhibition was longer than before, which could make a longer-lasting 
buy-Chinese products atmosphere. The merchants were gradually convinced by the 
good profit made from the exhibitions and they welcomed the exhibition, which 
facilitated the later exhibitions.  
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However, as analyzed above, the strength of an individual company such as the Great 
World was too limited and too weak to push the buy-Chinese products movement into 
a higher level and larger scale. Only a powerful and authoritative organization could 
achieve it. It could not be the Chinese Consulate-General in Singapore, who was 
troubled by financial problems and also under the suspicious state of the suspicion of 
the British authorities. 191  Compared with the weakness of the Chinese 
Consulate-General, the SCCC played a more substantial role in the Singapore Chinese 
society. The SCCC had the ability and power to take the task of organizing Chinese 
products exhibition to rouse the sentiment of promoting Chinese products in the 
Singapore Chinese community at that time. It was the time that the SCCC played a 
more important role on the stage of the buy-Chinese products movement in Singapore, 
which will be addressed in the following section.   
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Part Three 
The Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce  
and the Buy-Chinese Products Movement 
 
The SCCC set up a commercial museum after the Malaya Borneo Exhibition in 1922. 
The museum exhibited the products that the SCCC collected from the manufacturers 
of China. However, the SCCC stopped further substantial activities to push the 
buy-Chinese products movement for a very long time after this. In the 1928 Chinese 
Products Exhibition for Shantung Relief, the SCCC did not contribute much. But after 
1928, because of the encouragement of the Chinese Nationalist Government, the 
SCCC began to improve its status in the Singapore buy-Chinese products movement.  
 
The SCCC became the natural leader of the Singapore buy-Chinese products 
movement around 1930. First, the Chinese products promoters in China had long 
considered that the SCCC was important for the movement in Singapore. Next, the 
development of the movement required a stable and solid leader in the community. 
The SCCC was thought as the most suitable leader by the Chinese community in 
Singapore. Third, the Chinese national government emphasized the importance of the 
chambers of commerce in the buy-Chinese products movement in the 1930s, which 




The Nationalist Government’s Policies 
 
To meet the buy-Chinese products appeal from the public, the Chinese Nationalist 
Government pushed a series of industry developing policies and held large Chinese 
products exhibitions in China. The buy-Chinese products movement therefore has 
been publicly promoted by the Chinese government since 1928. Many buy-Chinese 
products policies and laws were promulgated around 1930. The Law of Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce became effective from 15 August 1929, which required the 
Chinese chambers of commerce at home and abroad to set up commercial museum. In 
April 1930, the government ordered its offices to consume Chinese products. It said, 
“To develop industry, the first and foremost is to promote national products. To 
achieve it, the Government has commanded frequently.”192 Chiang Kai-shek ordered 
again in 1931. The order stressed that every governmental office and official should 
work on the principle of national-products-first, by which way the government could 
set itself as an example to the public.193   
 
The Ministry of Industry of the Nationalist Government issued a series of policies and 
rules of the Chinese commercial museum in April 1931. These rules were Rules of 
Ministerial National Products Museum Organization, Rules of Ministerial National 
Products Museum Exhibits Collection, Rules of Ministerial National Products 
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Museum Exhibits Examination, Rules of Capital National Products Museum Affiliated 
Departmental Store Management, Rules of Provincial and Municipal National 
Products Museum Organization, Rules of Overseas Chinese Chamber of Commerce 
Commercial Museum Organization, and Rules of Overseas Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce Commercial Museum Chinese Products Collection.194 The series of rules 
indicated the Chinese government was eager to encourage the buy-Chinese products. 
The atmosphere spread to Singapore Chinese community. The last two rules 
especially required the overseas Chinese chambers of commerce to set up commercial 
museums. They officially established the important status of overseas Chinese 
chambers of commerce in the buy-Chinese products movement.  
 
1931-1934: The Buy-Chinese Products Activities of the Singapore Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce  
 
On 8 March 1931, the SCCC inaugurated a new board of directors. The new leader of 
the SCCC, Lee Choon Seng proposed the SCCC would have three missions. “First, 
the Chamber should facilitate the close relationship between overseas Chinese and 
Nationalist Government. Second, the Chamber should encourage the development of 
the overseas Chinese. Third, the Chamber has the responsibility of promoting Chinese 
national products.”195 The three missions reflected the SCCC oriented to China and 
aimed at serving the Singapore Chinese. However, “The first and second missions are 
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complex and cannot be realized in short time. To promote national products, on the 
contrary, is easy.”196  This understanding made the SCCC put the buy-Chinese 
products movement into a more important position. Lee thought that Chinese products 
did not sell well in Southeast Asia because they lacked promotion. The Chinese 
products should be widely promoted, Lee believed. To promote Chinese products in 
Singapore, the SCCC was going to pay the shipping cost of the samples of Chinese 
products, to publish a special national products issue, and furthermore, to set up a 
Chinese products store.197  
 
Following to these proposals, the SCCC quickly took action. Lee Choon Seng planned 
to collect samples of products through the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce in April 
1931. He even offered $1,000 as shipping cost because the Chamber faced financial 
problem at that time.198 When a Chinese insecticide company asked the SCCC to 
promote its insecticide, the committee expressed they would strongly recommend it in 
the Singapore Chinese community because it was complete Chinese product. Then the 
samples of the insecticide were sent to the Chinese newspapers so that they could 
advertise for the Chinese products.199  
 
In June, the SCCC published a Special Issue to respond to the appeal of promoting 
Chinese products from China and inside the Singapore Chinese community. Through 
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this Special Issue, the SCCC wanted to investigate the raw materials, manufactures, 
and markets to resolve the problem of the rubber industry faced in the Great 
Depression; to answer the question of how to develop the trade between Singapore 
and China, and between Singapore and other places; to publicize Chinese products in 
Singapore Chinese community and promote them in the foreign markets; and to 
encourage the Singapore merchants to go back to China and invest the Chinese 
industry. A large part of this book is focused on the Chinese products and buy-Chinese 
products appeal. It reported that every country was launching a buy-national products 
campaign in those years, by which to prove the importance of buy-Chinese products 
in the Singapore Chinese community. A list of the Chinese factories with detailed 
information was appended to the Special Issue so that the Singapore merchants and 
dealers could contact them.  
 
One significant point was that the book received the approvals and praises of many 
Nationalist Governmental officials and leading merchants in China. Almost all the 
names of the high-ranking officials in the Kuomintang and Nationalist Government 
could be found in this SCCC Special Issue. For instance, Chiang Kai-shek, Yu 
You-jen, Sun Ko, Chang Hsueh Liang, Soong Tzu-wen, K'ung Hsiang-hsi, Ho 
Yin-chin, etc. all sent their autographs and congratulations to the SCCC. So did the 
Chinese chambers of commerce of various provinces and cities, Chinese consulates 
and consulate-generals. They praised the contribution and plan of the SCCC to the 
buy-Chinese products movement. This reflects the recognition of the Chinese 
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Nationalist Government and economic organization to the overseas markets.  
 
The Manchurian Incident happened in the fall of 1931, a national crisis which roused 
the Singapore Chinese nationalism again. The SCCC chose the nationalistic but 
peaceful method of promoting Chinese products. The members of the SCCC thought 
that it was the responsibility of the Singapore Chinese to use Chinese products, and 
that in the national crisis, “the only way was to promote Chinese national products to 
recover rights”200 Therefore, The SCCC urged the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce 
and other Chinese chambers of commerce to collect samples of Chinese products for 
enlarging its Chinese commercial museum. Later, the SCCC presented three proposals 
for the Associated Chinese Chamber of Commerce of Malaya that would be held at 
the end of that year. Firstly, it appealed to publish monthly magazines to encourage 
the overseas Chinese to buy Chinese products. Secondly, it urged to persuade the 
overseas Chinese to use Chinese style clothes made of Chinese manufactured textile. 
Thirdly, it requested for asking the Nationalist Government to order the Chinese 
chambers of commerce in China to collect samples of Chinese products for exhibiting 
in the overseas Chinese chambers of commerce.201  
 
At the same time, the SCCC became investigative authority of Chinese and their 
manufacture background. For instance, among 26 reports in the SCCC committee 
meeting minute on 30 December 1931, eight was related to the examining or issuing 
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certificate of validity on Chinese products. The inquirers were from the Chinese 
newspapers, other overseas Chinese chambers of commerce, Chinese schools, 
patriotic Chinese organizations, Chinese manufacturers, and so on. 202  The 
examination task of the SCCC did not end until August 1932.203  
 
The plan of enlarging the old Chinese commercial museum had not finished yet. In 
the middle of 1933, a commercial museum preparation committee was organized in 
the SCCC.204 The SCCC wanted to involve more Singapore Chinese so that the 
movement could become an overseas Chinese civil movement. The new museum plan 
aimed at displaying as well as sale of goods. The proposal stated that the Chinese 
commercial museum “should not be just a social undertaking, but also a modern 
company. Besides exhibition, sale will be undertaken, so that the visitors have the 
opportunities to purchase. Therefore, the visitors will be attracted and the Chamber 
can profit from it.” 205  According to Rules of Overseas Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce Commercial Museum Chinese Products Collection, the SCCC wrote to the 
chambers of commerce in China to collect the exhibits. By the end of August, the 
Tianjin Chamber of Commerce had sent out 6 crates of products including over 1000 
samples.206 Later, more than ten crates of samples were sent to Singapore from 
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Shanghai.207 The exhibits of the Chamber were thus abundant.  
 
In April 1934, the resolution to upgrade the Chinese commercial museum was made 
in the meeting of committee.208 During the preparation of upgrading the old museum, 
the idea of a Chinese products department store was gradually shelved,209 but the 
SCCC agreed that besides setting up Chinese commercial museum, they should 
promote Chinese products to the public by other means. In 1934, an idea of 
organizing a large Chinese products exhibition was gradually born.  
 
The realization of a civil movement in the Chinese community was triggered by the 
Nationalist Government in 1934. In that year, the Ministry of Industry and Overseas 
Affairs Commission required the overseas Chinese chambers of commerce to advance 
the buy-Chinese products movement and to set up Chinese commercial museums.210 
The SCCC received this requirement. A meeting was held to discuss how to push the 
buy-Chinese products movement on 11 July 1934. It was in this meeting during which 
the resolution of holding Chinese Trade Fair was passed. The president of the SCCC 
said,  
 
The Chamber received the promoting-national-product order from the Overseas 
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Affairs Commission lately, and the Minister of Industry agreed to help promote 
national products when he visited Singapore. Moreover, Shanghai Chinese 
Factories Association planned to hold overseas exhibition recently… A month 
ago, the Chinese Consulate-General mailed the Chamber for the affairs of 
promoting national products. The Chamber has answered him with proposal. In 
our opinion, simply displaying the products cannot be as effective as selling. 
Although we have had a products museum, the scale is too small to be effective. 
Therefore, it is urgent and important to expand the promotion of national 
products now. 211  
 
By November of 1934, a committee had been organized to take charge of the Chinese 
Trade Fair.212  
 
1935: the Chinese Trade Fair  
 
The Chinese Trade Fair was much larger than the former Chinese products exhibitions. 
The SCCC used its broad connection and influence within the Chinese community. To 
the exhibition’s advantage, almost all fields of Chinese economy in Singapore were 
involved in helping to fulfill the realization of the Chinese Trade Fair, as well as share 
profit from it. All shops and factories dealing in Chinese products were permitted to 
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attend. Some firms wanted to contribute Chinese clothes to the salesmen,213 which of 
course was a way of advertisement. China Travel Service helped sell entrance 
tickets.214 Hotels agreed to discount, rather than hiking their prices. Some hotels were 
reserved to receive the overseas delegates.215 A photographic studio was invited to 
take photos for the fair. The authorities of the Federated Malay States Railways 
offered special concession tickets at half price during the period of the exhibition.216  
 
The Chinese Trade Fair was widely advertised. Chinese newspapers began to 
advertise two weeks before the opening. Handouts, leaflets, and posters were found 
even in Federated Malaya. Cinemas and theaters helped to play the advertisement 
slides. In the English newspaper, it is also possible to read the frequent enthusiastic 
report on the Chinese Trade Fair. On 7 September, the Straits Times reported,  
 
Over one hundred factories in Shanghai, Wushih, Tientsin, Peiping, Soochow 
and other centers in North and South China are sending over two hundred cases 
of samples by the Ranpura which is expected to arrive in Singapore on Sept. 25.  
Fifteen delegates will arrive by the same boat to look after the exhibits at the fair, 
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and they will remain in Singapore and other centers in Malaya for several weeks 
after the exhibition.  
One hundred and four Chinese firms in Singapore have asked for space and so 
have many firms in Swatow, Hongkong and Amoy. 
The neighboring counties, including the Dutch East Indies, Sarawak, Siam and 
Burma are reported to be also preparing to take part in the exhibition.217  
 
After about one year of preparation, the Chinese Trade Fair was finally opened by the 
acting Consulate-General for China in Singapore, Sze Zau Tsung, at 1 p.m. on 5 
October 1935. After the opening there was a formal tea party to which the British 
government officials and leading members of the various communities in Singapore 
were invited. The highest official present was Andrew Caldecott, the Colonial 
Secretary.218 The presence of the colonial official proves the Chinese Trade Fair was 
a peaceful and friendly activity.  
 
The Fair was unprecedented in the history of Singapore Chinese community, although 
the Great World Amusement Park had held two large Chinese products exhibitions 
before. The following table compares the 1933 Second Chinese Commercial 
Exhibition with the 1935 Chinese Trade Fair.219 It shows there was a great progress of 
the Chinese products exhibition from 1933 to 1935.  
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Table 3. Comparison of the Second Chinese Commercial Exhibition in 1933 and the 
Chinese Trade Fair in 1935 



















66 69 31 26 12 
1935 The Chinese 
Trade Fair 
The SCCC 126 319 69 69 181* 
Source: Xinjiaopo zhonghua zongshanghui guohuo kuoda zhanlan tuixiao dahui tekan, 
The SCCC, 1935. 
* 31 firms came from Hong Kong, 5 Swatow, 145 Shanghai and Tianjin.  
 
The reporter of the Straits Times predicted, “There will be a large variety of articles on 
show and it is believed that the high quality of the manufactured articles will surprise 
people who have little knowledge of the industrial advancement of China in the past 
few years. Prices, considering the quality of goods, will be found to be low.”220 He 
further wrote, “The exhibition should attract a large number of visitors as it is the first 
of its kind to be held in Singapore, and shows strikingly the extent to which the 
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industrial development of China has advanced.”221 And it was true. The original 
opening period was from 5 to 13 October. Because the fair was very popular and 
welcomed, it was prolonged by three days. Every day the Great World was crowded 
during the opening hours from 5 p. m. to 12 p. m.  
 
In the twelve days, every firm tried to make a good profit from it. The advertisements 
and methods of promotion that were used in the fair are worth noticing. As mentioned 
above, the SCCC advertised for the Chinese Trade Fair in Singapore and Malaya. At 
the same time, the firms that attended the fair carried at their own advertising agenda. 
On the Chinese newspapers, some advertisements of Chinese firms covered half or a 
whole page. Lim King Thye Tea Shop was one case. Its great sale advertisement 
worked and its $600 worth of tea was sold in the fair, among the highest in the local 
firms.222 Low price and free gifts were attractive to the consumers. To buy one 
toothbrush could get free toothpaste. 223  Similarly to buy one bottle of 
opium-abstaining water could get one box of match free.224 Buying an article of 
clothes meant the free gift of a set of cosmetic.225 Coupons, vouchers and discounts 
were other allurements to attract the consumers.226 
 
Several firms used other surprising actions, besides these traditional methods of 
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promotion. For example, Sincere Company, the perfumery manufacturer displayed a 
silk tiger spitting free perfume. Ee Tin Tong Medical & Perfumery Manufactory hired 
a person to imitate a monk walking around the fair with the tablet of Ee Tin Tong.227 
The consumers were able to be directed to the booth of Ee Tin Tong by the monk. The 
advertisements were effective, together with the fame of their companies. Both 
Sincere Company and Ee Tin Tong did well at the fair.228  
 
At the same time, the Great World Amusement Park, in which the Chinese Trade Fair 
was held, renewed its amusements and showed new Chinese movies to pull the 
Chinese to attend the trade fair. The large scale, attractive prices, innovative 
promotion ways and interesting amusements contributed to the success of the fair.  
 
It was reported during the twelve days that average visiting rate was about 20, 000 per 
night. Therefore, the attendance was over 200,000.229 Another number also can 
explicate the success of the fair in its attendance. In 1935, the Straits Times had 
investigated the daily attendance of the two amusement parks in Singapore. One was 
the Great World, and the other was the New World. “Roughly, 2,500 on week-days, 
5,000 on Saturdays and 3,000 on Sundays and about twice the number on popular 
Chinese holidays. The gate admission is ten cents.”230 There were 2 Sundays, 2 
Saturdays, 1 Chinese holiday (the Chinese national day) and 7 weekdays in the fair. 
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Therefore, if there had not been the trade fair, the Great World would have had the 
attendance of only 39,500. But with the trade fair, the attendance was four times than 
it.  
 
The total sale during the fair was more than $100,000. Among the $100,000, about 
$60,000 to 70,000 was in cash, and the other several ten thousand of dollars was many 
orders.231 The survey of the Nanyang Siang Pau shows the sale of the Kiauw Hin & 
Company representing eight firms to be the highest in the Northern China companies. 
Sincere Company from Hong Kong sold the most among the Southern China 
companies. Table 4 is the list of companies whose sale is over $1,500. The survey 
shows the light industry manufacturers related to ordinary life, such as food, drink, 
medicine, luggage and textile, were the most welcomed by the Chinese in Singapore. 
The survey reflects that food, drink, medicine, luggage and textile were the most 
popular. The large department stores’ sales were large. The famous companies like 
Sincere Company, Ee Tin Tong Medical & Perfumery Manufactory, Nanyang 
Brothers Tobacco shared the lion part in the total sale. It indicated that some Chinese 
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Table 4. List of firms that had sales exceeding $1,500 at the Chinese Trade Fair in 
1935 
Category  Name Sale (dollar) 
Perfumery 
manufacturers  
Sincere Company 2,600 
Ee Tin Tong Medical & Perfumery 
Manufactory  
2,500 Medicine 
Yi Jue Chai 2,800 
Tobacco Nanyang Brothers Tobacco 
Company  
1,600 
Hock Ann Biscuits Company 1,800 
Tai Kong Canned Goods Company 1,500, order 8,000 
Food 
Tai Feng Biscuit Factory 1,600 
Lacquer Fu Chow Lacquer Factory 2,500 
Mien Ch’iang Textile Factory 2,100 
Chung Ho Textile Company  3,000 
Textile  
San Kuang Electric Textile Factory Over 2,000 
Ch’en Lee Chi 2,600 
Cheng Yuan Liquor Merchant 1,950 
Liquor 
Yu Ch’ing Yong Liquor Merchant 2,200 
Porcelain Tong Tai Yang Ceramic Company 4,000 
Basketry Southern Industrial Works 2,100,order 1,500 
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Kuan Chong Leather Works 1,800, order 4,000 Leather 
Chong Ta Leather Manufactory  Over 1,000, order over 
2,000 
Sin Hsin Mechanical Gas Lamp 
Factory 
1,500 
Ya Guang Manufactory  2,700 
Lamp & Commodity  
Lim De Li  2,000 
Ta Kuang Department Store 1,800 Department Store 
Chong Xing Trade Company  2,200, order 3,500 
Source: Nanyang Siang Pau. 17 October 1935 
 
The 1935 Chinese Trade Fair raised a new climax of the buy-Chinese products 
movement in the Chinese communities not only in Singapore but also in Southeast 
Asia. Delegates of the Chinese merchants from Vietnam, Malaya, and Batavia visited 
the fair.232 They also contacted with the SCCC and the representatives of firms from 
China so that they could hold similar fairs in their regions. For example, the Chinese 
Consulate-General in Batavia had trade talks with the SCCC in order to have the 
exhibition move to Batavia after it was closed in Singapore, “in view of the great, 
interest shown by local Chinese exporters and importers for Chinese industrial 
products”233. It shows that the Chinese Trade Fair did realize partly, if not completely, 
the goal of promoting and publicizing Chinese products. Although the fair did not 
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move to neighboring regions because of various reasons – especially the lack of time 
and preparations – the neighboring regions held Chinese products exhibition later by 
themselves. For instance, in 1936 the Penang Chinese Chamber of Commerce 
organized similar Chinese products exhibition.234  
 
It was sure that the SCCC itself did not make any profit from the Chinese Trade Fair. 
It appealed the Chinese Ministry of Industry for 2000 Chinese dollars for the 
Shanghai Exhibits Collection.235 The SCCC members sponsored some money.236 It 
got some profit from the advertisements in the publication of the fair. The SCCC 
shared in some of the profits of the entrance fee too. However, the minutes of its 
committee meeting says that it was hard for the SCCC to make ends meet. The 
accounts were encrypted, making it impossible to decipher now. But the tone of the 
contents gives us some hints. It said, “…but the manager of the Great World promised 
to donate $1,000. Now we have not received all of it. We should contact him. Lim 
Che Meng proposed…to ask for the manager of the Great World to share the 
Chamber’s burden.”237 
 
However, we should not arbitrarily make the conclusion that there was no motivation 
for the money-making. As known, the SCCC was an organization of the Chinese 
merchants, one of its aims was to help and facilitate the business of the Singapore 
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Chinese merchants. To organize the Chinese Trade Fair in reality helped the local 
Chinese merchants to sell their goods and make profit. Lim King Thye Tea Shop was 
the best evidence. Lim King Thye was owned by the president of the SCCC, Lim 
Keng Lian. It sold $600 worth of tea during the fair. Other local firms sold well too. 
To this extent, the Chinese Trade Fair was a good example of the Singapore Chinese 
merchants’ economic nationalism. The SCCC tried to strike a balance between the 
members’ profits and their nationalism. The success of the fair also convinced the 




1936: The Climax of the Buy-Chinese Products Movement 
 
In the year 1936, people from all walks of life were all involved into the high tide of 
the buy-Chinese products movement. Three important events gathered them together. 
The educational organizations organized Chinese Children’s Clothes Competition in 
April. The SCCC hosted the Chinese Trade Mission from Shanghai in September and 
organized the largest Chinese products show in the history of Singapore buy-Chinese 
products movement in October.  
 
Chinese Children’s Clothes Competition 
 
Nanyang Youth Lee Chee Association was founded in the Singapore Chinese 
community in 1920. It is not very clear who organized it and who were its members, 
but the research shows that the young Chinese merchants attended it. For example, 
Run Run Shaw, the well-known Hong Kong businessman was its member.238 The 
Association’s goals were to unite the overseas Chinese youths, to abolish bad habits 
and improve moral virtues, to impart knowledge and study technology, and to 
organize activities to help the development and welfare of the society and 
community.239 To achieve such goals, it hosted the Chinese products exhibitors from 
Shanghai three times in the 1920s and invited Chinese industrialists to give speeches. 
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In March 1936, a meeting was held in the society and the decision to organize a 
Chinese Children’s Clothes Competition to celebrate the Children’s day, which falls 
on 4 April.240 The goal of the competition was to encourage clothes design reform 
and the buy-Chinese products sentiment.241 The design and color of the clothes were 
not restricted, but the clothes should be made of Chinese cloth, so that the theme of 
buy-Chinese products could be reflected.242   
 
The competition reveals how females became directly involved in the buy-Chinese 
products movement. Firstly, the deputy president of the competition was a female, 
Huang Suyun, showing that there were females who took part in the leadership of the 
movement. Secondly, parents especially mothers were the actual participants behind 
the curtain. This competition in the matter of fact aimed at encouraging mothers to 
buy their children the clothes made of Chinese cloth. Both the Singapore Chinese 
children and their mothers were involved into the tide of buy-Chinese products 
movement.  
 
At the same time, it was decided that a shop of Chinese products for children should 
be decided to set up to sell Chinese products from 3 to 5 April.243 Tan Yueh Shu and 
other two people took charge of the shop. Tan was a member of the SCCC so he had 
many relations with the Chinese merchants. He was also a famous enthusiast of the 
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buy-Chinese products movement and was elected as a member of the Chinese Trade 
Fairs preparation committee in both 1935 and 1936. There must have been many 
enthusiasts like Tan in the Association, or the competition would have not been held.  
 
As an opportunity to publicize their own products and express their nationalism and 
patriotism, the Children Clothes Competition gained many patrons. Chong Xing 
National Products Company, Shanghai Book Company, Nanyang Book Company and 
Tien Nam Company offered silverware. Chinese Merchants Nanyang Galvanization 
Company offered souvenir medals. Qian Yi Biscuit Company, Fu An Biscuit 
Company and Tai Feng Biscuit Company offered biscuits.244  
 
Chinese Industrial Mission 
 
When the Chinese Children Clothes Competition was in the preparation stage, the 
Chinese newspapers reported that Shanghai was going to send an industrial mission to 
Nanyang to exhibit Chinese products.245 The mission comprised delegates of the 
leading Chinese industries, and was sponsored by the Chinese Manufacturers’ Export 
Association, Shanghai. The mission left Shanghai on 18 July, and it planned to visit 
the Netherlands Indies, the Philippines, British Malaya, Bangkok and Medan. It 
arrived in Singapore on 14 September 1936.  
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On 16 September, the Singapore exhibition of samples was formally opened by Mrs. 
Sze Zau Tsung, wife of the acting Consulate-General for China in Singapore.246 Kao 
Shih-Heng, chairman of the mission stated that the object of the Chinese Industrial 
Mission was to study the markets. The mission believed that the 1,200,000 Chinese in 
Malaya could be an ideal market of the Chinese products, so they wanted to introduce 
Chinese products to the Malaya Chinese through the mission.247 The 30 crates of 
exhibits they brought were exhibited in the SCCC for 5 days.248 Between 2 p. m. and 
6 p. m. from 16 to 20 September, the public could visit and view the wide range of 
articles including kitchenware, personal wear, silks and textiles, tiles, sports gear, 
table fans and toys.249 It was reported the SCCC was crowded by over 1,000 visitors 
on 17 September.250  
 
Besides exhibiting Chinese products in the SCCC, the mission kept conveying the 
information of China’s industry. The Straits Times interviewed the representatives of 
the mission and titled news article as “Vigorous Effort to Compete with Japanese 
Goods”. Kao Shih-Heng forecasted, “China is making a determined effort to compete 
with low-price Japanese goods, and we believe that within five years China will be 
able to hold her own in the light manufactures and textile industry.”251 He encouraged 
the Malayan Chinese to buy Chinese products which had steadily improving quality. 
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The industrial mission was invited to give a speech in various clubs and associations. 
In their speeches, the delegates from China always put the buy-Chinese products 
appeal at the first place. They stressed the importance of the Chinese products, and 
asked the Singapore Chinese to help in the development of the Chinese products and 
Chinese industry.  
 
The Second Chinese Trade Fair 
 
Two weeks after the exhibition of the Shanghai products, the Second Chinese Trade 
Fair was opened and roused the interest of the whole Singapore Chinese community. 
This trade fair had been prepared for a very long time. On 7 October 1935, Singapore 
Chinese merchants and the Chinese merchants from China, Vietnam, Batavia and 
Malaya held a meeting in the SCCC. This meeting aimed to resolve two questions. 
One dealt with the possibility of shifting the exhibit to other Southeast Asian regions 
after the Chinese Trade Fair in Singapore. The other was how to further push the 
promotion of Chinese national products.252  
 
After discussion, three decisions were made. First, it was agreed that Chinese national 
products museum in the Chinese chamber of commerce of every region should be set 
up. The established museums should be enlarged. The delegates from Shanghai and 
Hong Kong would take the task of Chinese products collecting. Second, they decided 
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to hold a Chinese products exhibition in Southeast Asia in 1936. The preparation was 
from the date of the meeting till April 1936. The third decision was to set up a large 
Chinese national products company to sell Chinese products. The delegates attending 
this meeting were all founders of the company. Lim Keng Lian, the contemporary 
president of the SCCC was nominated to draft out the rules of the company.253 Now 
we do not know how effective the actions of the meeting were. It seems there is no 
existing record about the so-called national products company and the Nanyang 
Chinese products traveling exhibition. Perhaps were only castles in air, however, we 
should not ignore the zealous sentiments of the Chinese merchant representatives. 
They all had the nationalistic wishes of strengthening China’s economy by promoting 
Chinese products. The three decisions were all the possible methods of promoting 
Chinese products although they were not actually practiced. 
 
The unrealized traveling exhibition of Chinese products was later reinvented as the 
Second Chinese Trade Fair in Singapore.254 In the eighth committee meeting of the 
SCCC in 1936, the decision of continuing the trade fair was unanimously agreed. 
President Lim Keng Lian expressed in the meeting, “we have the responsibility of 
promoting national products for the sake of the future of national products. We hope 
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that the Chinese trade fair can be held every year so that the business of national 
products can be prosperous. ” The expression emphasized that the Chinese Trade Fair 
was planned to be held annually.  
 
In this meeting, eleven people were nominated as the members of the preparation 
committee of the Second Chinese Trade Fair. The eleven people were the president, 
vice-president, four directors and five non-directors of the SCCC. The meeting 
originally decided that the decision of the venue of the fair would be left for the 
preparation committee.255 The Great World was naturally decided as the venue of the 
fair in the second meeting of the preparation committee on 6 June, since its owner, 
Lee Chun Rong, was among the committee.256  
 
The detail of trade fair was reported to the Chinese Ministry of Industry, a request 
made for support and endorsement. The SCCC asked for the Ministry of Industry to 
order the Chinese chambers of commerce and the Chinese manufacturers and dealers 
in China to prepare products for the trade fair in Singapore. The appeal was permitted 
in August. Hankou government, Tianjin government, Peiping Chamber of Commerce, 
Shanghai National Products Maintenance Society and Hong Kong Chinese Weaving 
Manufacturers Association sent letters to the SCCC and expressed that they had 
required the manufacturers and dealers to prepare for it.257 The number of the 
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registered firms had reached over one hundred by 24 August 1936.258 The high speed 
of preparation shows that the organizers of the second trade fair were more practical 
and the preparation was much more systematical than the previous fair.  
 
The preparation went smoothly. On 25 September, a larger meeting was attended by 
the delegates from various Chinese firms. Some important announcements and 
decisions were made, from which we can gain some knowledge on the largest Chinese 
products exhibition in the buy-Chinese products movement history of Singapore. For 
instance, every firm had 10 passes so that their members could enter the venue freely. 
Secondly, the firms could pay for the Special Issue to advertise. The lowest price was 
$1.50, and the highest was $3.50. Therefore, the SCCC effectively resolved the 
financial problem of publishing the Special Issue. Thirdly, the Great World tried to 
obtain the permit for alcohol selling for those alcohol dealers.259  
 
The advertisement department of the preparation committee commenced the work 
shortly before the opening of the fair. They used various ways to publicize the trade 
fair to impress the Singapore Chinese. They distributed posters to the Chinese shops, 
the teahouses and restaurants, streets and roads in the Straits Settlements and Malaya, 
Chinese schools, and even the buses which were the mobile carriers of the 
advertisements and could reach the masses easily. The Chinese advertisement 
companies were asked to draw large picture posts for the venue. The Great World was 
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required to prepare a festooned vehicle to attract people. The newspapers were 
suggested to contribute spaces for the advertisements and to publish special issues 
during the trade fair.260  
 
On 2 October 1936, the Second Chinese Trade Fair was opened by the Chinese 
Consulate-General in the Great World Amusement Park. There were 207 firms with 
186 booths. Although there were fewer participant firms than the 1935 Trade Fair 
which had 319 participants, the booths were one-third more than the 1935 Trade Fair. 
Therefore, to the extent of the number of the booths, the Second Chinese Trade Fair 
can be looked on as the largest Chinese trade fair in the history of the buy-Chinese 
products movement in Singapore. There were firms from Hong Kong, Ipoh, Shanghai, 
Guangdong, Fujian, Hangzhou, Jiangxi, Shandong, Beiping, and Tianjin, besides the 
local companies.261  
 
Research reveals that owners of some local participant firms had dual nationals. The 
cosmetic company, Anna Preparations, is one such example. The company was owned 
by a Straits-born Chinese called Yang Kuo Hwa. Yang Kuo Hwa was clearly a British 
subject. His firm attended the fifth British Trade Fair opened by the officer 
administering the government, A. S. Small on 1 May 1936. The British Trade Fair 
only exhibited and sold British products, in which “buy-British” was called on. In 
October of the same year, however, this firm reappeared in the Chinese Trade Fair. 
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Nanyang Siang Pau advocated the Straits-born Chinese owned cosmetic firm in both 
events in May and October. According to the understanding of the definition of the 
Chinese products, only the products produced by the Chinese nationals’ firms could 
be considered as Chinese products. Since Yang Kuo Hwa held dual nationality, 
therefore so did the products of his company. Obviously, Anna Preparations was not 
the single case. On the list of the fifth British Trade Fair, we found names of some 
other local Chinese firms who attended the Chinese Trade Fair, such as Hock Ann’s 
biscuit factory and Ho Hong Soap Factory.262  
 
The trade fair had a good beginning. About 30,000 people visited the fair on the 
opening day.263 All Chinese students, led by teachers, could visit the trade fair free. 
The organizers and educationists held the opinion that the students were the future of 
China, and if the students were introduced to the idea of consuming and promoting 
Chinese products, they could help to modernize a powerful China in the future. The 
records showed that about 1,300 Chinese students had visited the Fair in the first 5 
days. They were not only from Singapore Chinese schools, but also Johore and 
Malacca.264  
 
Compared with the large number of visitors, the Chinese students were a very small 
population. The majority of the visitors were female. For instance, it was reported that 
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there were many females on the second day. The second day was Saturday, during 
which the Fair opened at 4 pm. Before 6 pm, females were given free entrance and 
males were charged 10 cents, which was much cheaper than the admission fee at 
night.265 On the last day, there were about 20,000 visitors, three-quarters of which 
was female, who constituted about 15,000 of the overall. Among the females, half of 
them were young modern women, and 30 percent of them were Nonyas, the 
Peranakan women.266 They were attracted by the abundant collection of fair priced 
goods.  
 
The Chinese Trade fair was prolonged three more days after the decided ten days. In 
the last three days, the entrance fee returned to the usual price of female free and male 
10 cents so that it would keep attracting many visitors. During the 13-day-fair, the 
attendance was 200,000. On the Double Tenth Chinese National Day it had the most 
visitors, 35, 000 in total. The next one was the opening day, there were 30,000 visitors. 
The last day ended the fair successfully with more than 20,000 visitors. Business was 
good. Products worth over $200,000 value were sold. The best-seller was Lim King 
Tai Tea shop owned by Lim Keng Lian. Its tea was out of stock several days before 
the end of the fair and its sales reached over $7,500. Another tea shop Yuan Ji ling 
sold $7,000 worth of goods. Ch’iao Hsing Company that was an agency of several 
firms sold more than $6,000. The Sincere Company sold $3,100.  
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Like the Chinese Trade Fair in 1935, the Second Trade Fair awarded diplomas to the 
participant firms too. The SCCC set up an Examination Department to judge the 
products. For the participant firms, these diplomas were the quality certificates of 
their products and the assets of the firms to impress outsiders and publicize 
themselves. For the SCCC, the diplomas were the way to thank and praise the 
enthusiastic participants. However, not all of the participants got diplomas this time, 
which was different with the 1935 fair when every firm that sold goods on the spot 
got diploma.267 It was decided the diplomas were only awarded to the good products 
sold in the fair. The diplomas were classified into ‘top’ and ‘excellent’. The 
unqualified products would not receive any diplomas.268 Therefore, from the rules of 
appraisal and judgment, we notice the SCCC wanted not only to use the diplomas as 
way of thanking but also wanted to keep its just status. 
 
More than 60 firms got top diplomas. They included many famous firms in Singapore 
and other places at that time. Some of them were departmental stores, and a number 
were agencies of the Chinese products. But most noticeable were the large number of 
factories. For example, there were cotton mills, soap works, soda water factory, 
confection factory, brew house, vintage firm, cosmetic manufactory, music instrument 
factory, printing machine factory, canning food factory, paint factory, toothbrush 
factory, tobacco company, rubber manufactory, galvanization factory, machinery 
manufactory, etc. The large number of factories reflects the large improvement and 
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development of the Chinese manufacture and industry. As a consequence of the 
increase of the machine-made modern products, the traditional products like tea and 
silk took a very small proportion of the top-diploma awarded rank. Similarly, the 
number of the top-diploma awarded to medical products was small although they still 
occupied a large part in the fair.  
 
To sum up, the Second Chinese Trade Fair in 1936 was significant. First, it attracted 
the largest number of visitors in the history of the Chinese products displays in 
Singapore. Its total sale was the largest among all the Chinese products displays 
before WWII. Second, it introduced the Chinese products to various Chinese groups. 
Many Chinese students visited the Fair. The progress of the Chinese products could 
rouse their pride on their motherland, and the backward aspects of the Chinese 
industry could goad them to progress, both of which could contribute to the young 
students’ nationalism. The fair attracted many Chinese women, who were the invisible 
but largest consumers of the Chinese products. Those cheap and good-quality Chinese 
products could come into the Chinese families easily by finding a foothold in their 
hearts. Third, the Chinese Trade Fair consolidated the SCCC’s role in the Singapore 
Chinese society. It was the most important and visible leader. All in all, this trade fair 
partly achieved the goal of publicizing, introducing, promoting, selling and 
consuming Chinese national products. Trade fair was a good way of spreading 
buy-Chinese products appeal. 
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Nevertheless, this exhibition reflected some problems, which indicates that the 
methodology of the trade fair had its own disadvantages. First, the trade fair had no 
long-term influence. Even the largest Chinese Trade Fair lasted only 13 days. When 
the fair ended, the atmosphere of promoting Chinese products faded away too.  
 
Second, the entrance fee was another impediment. The entrance fee in the first 10 
days of the Second Chinese Trade Fair was high. The regular entrance fee of the Great 
World was only 10 cents for male and female free. However, during the Trade Fair, 
the price was increased into 20 cents for male and female. Not all the Chinese could 
or wanted to pay the higher price, especially for the laborers of lower classes and 
salaries. The Chinese Trade Fair in 1935 was prolonged for 3 days and the entrance 
fee was returned to the regular price. Therefore, many poor people wanted the 1936 
fair to be prolonged so that they could get the opportunity to see the fantastic products 
collection. Fortunately, the 1936 fair was prolonged and the affordable entrance fee 
for male and free entrance for female kept attracting high attendance till the last day, 
on which day the attendance was over 20,000. But females were the majority for they 
did not need to pay entrance fee. On one side, the regular entrance fee in the last three 
days allowed the poor laborers to see the development of Chinese products, which 
spread buy-Chinese products appeal into a larger space. On the other side, it hints 
another question: “Is the way of a Chinese trade fair able to promote Chinese products 
to all Chinese classes in the Singapore Chinese society?” Without a high entrance fee, 
the poor classes could have entered the Great World to visit the display – although 
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they still would not be able to afford the goods. But the truth was the high entrance 
fee closed the door against the poor. 
 
Third, how effective did the goods promotion fair without the modern technological 
industry? As above-mentioned, the best-seller in the Chinese Trade Fair was the two 
tea shops. It seems the traditional products were more welcomed than those modern 
industrial products, and the Chinese modern industrial products could not compete 
with the products of other countries effectively.  
 
In the 1930s, many countries encouraged their citizens to consume their own products. 
For example, one of the aims of the British Trade Fair in Singapore was to encourage 
people to “buy-British”. The government officer A. S. Small, stressed the patriotic 
duty of buying British goods in the opening ceremony of the British Trade Fair on 1 
May 1936. The press praised and publicized the British Trade Fair for “It pays to 
buy-British”. One exhibitor told the Straits Times, “Past experience have shown us 
that the Fair provides us with the best marketing conditions possible…And people, 
traders and visitors have been convinced from past shows that it pays them to “Buy 
British.”269 But the Straits Times also stressed the goods quality of the British 
products and thought it was the reason that people wanted to buy-British. It said, “The 
common sense of it [buy-British], too, because they are the best goods, in quality and 
workmanship. They are true value for money. ‘Buying Cheap’ can be false 
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economy.”270 The so-called “Buying Cheap” alluded to the dumping of Japanese 
products into the market leading to low prices. The weapon that the British products 
used to fight against Japanese products was the factor of high quality.  
 
However, did China have such ability? The answer is: no. Although the research of 
the buy-Chinese products movement reflects the Chinese industry developed much 
from 1905 to 1936, we have to agree that the Chinese industry was still in its infant 
period and could not defend against foreign rivals. To this extent, the buy-Chinese 
products movement was not effective without advanced industry. No matter how large 
the scale of the Chinese Trade Fair, without the backbone of a strong industry, its 
significance in buy-Chinese products movement was limited. 
 
 
                                                        





In a committee meeting that was held in March 1937, the SCCC decided to hold the 
Third Chinese Trade Fair from 8 to 17 October 1937. The Rules of the Third Chinese 
Trade Fair was sent to the Chinese Consulate-General in Singapore. It was decided to 
send a member of the board of directors back to China to contact with the Chinese 
manufacturers.271 The SCCC obviously regarded the Chinese Trade Fair as one of its 
many agendas.  
 
However, the bud of the Third Chinese Trade Fair was nipped by the war between 
China and Japan. The Third Chinese Trade Fair was postponed indefinitely.272 The 
Second Sino-Japanese War broke out in the early morning of 7 July 1937, in the 
vicinity of the Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing. The war generated the Nanyang 
Chinese National Salvation Movement, the culmination of the overseas Chinese 
nationalism, and “the most persistent, extensive, and intensified campaign that the 
Nanyang Chinese had waged against Japan since 1908, when they organized the first 
movement”.273  
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The Chinese National Salvation Movement in the British territories was the model for 
anti-Japanese campaign in other Southeast Asian countries. 274  The Chinese in 
Singapore did not response the Double Seven Incident immediately despite 
inflammatory accounts in local Chinese newspapers. But in August, the Chinese 
began to boycott Japanese goods. They cabled to Chiang Kai-shek and his soldiers at 
the front to declare their unswerving loyalty to the Nationalist Government. They 
collected funds for the national salvation of China and to subscribe the National 
Salvation Bonds, National Defense Bonds and Gold Bonds. Their huge remittance 
was an important factor in the stability of China’s wartime economy. They 
volunteered to go back China to fight against Japan.  
 
The overseas Chinese enthusiasm for the cause of their motherland caused the 
organizing of an unprecedented meeting. On 10 October 1938, about 160 delegates 
from 45 cities in Malaya, the Netherlands Indies, the Philippines, Thailand, French 
Indochina, Burma, Sarawak, North Borneo, and Hong Kong gathered at the 
Hua-ch’iao Middle School in Singapore.275 The convention lasted for six days and 
organized the Nanyang Chinese Relief General Association which made the National 
Salvation Movement more methodical and systematic. The salvation movement 
                                                        
274 Ibid., p. 31.  
275 Ibid., p. 64. The exact number of delegates at the meeting is not certain. Stephen Mun 
Yoon Leong counted as 165. See Stephen Mun Yoon Leong, Sources, Agencies and 
Manifestations of Overseas Chinese Nationalism in Malaya, 1937-1941, PhD dissertation in 
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became an even more formidable weapon for China and a menace to Japan.276 
 
The voices of “buy-Chinese products” were almost muffled in the drama of the 
Chinese National Salvation movement. But since this movement used up all the 
earlier devices and methods and added more effective strategies, the plea of 
buy-Chinese products was not neglected. The communist infiltrated into the salvation 
movement and formed two kinds of committees, for open and underground activities. 
The China Association for the Promotion of Chinese Goods was a committee for open 
activity.277 In the unprecedented assembly of the Nanyang Chinese in October 1938, 
one of the resolutions they discussed and adopted was to expand the market for 
Chinese products.278  
 
The SCCC still tried to promote Chinese products. It urged the overseas Chinese to 
promote the National Thrift Movement in August 1938. One requirement of the 
movement is to use “national products” whenever possible.279  It proposed the 
Associated Chinese Chamber of Commerce of Malaya in Ipoh in January 1939 to 
exhort individuals to popularize the use of Chinese manufactures by using Chinese 
materials for wedding apparel and other Chinese products. Chinese associations were 
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encouraged to use Chinese products for celebration, and to hold Chinese products 
exhibitions.280 It was thought, “At the time of anti-Japanese, it (to promote Chinese 
products) was the most important thing besides raising relief fund and donations.”281 
Later, the exhibits in its Chinese commercial Museum were auctioned to raise relief 
funds.282  
 
Beside the activities of the SCCC, firms were eagerly dealing in Chinese products. 
Chinese Consulate-General reported there were 140 firms dealing in Chinese products 
in Singapore in July 1939.283 While the decrease of the Malaya’s imports from Japan 
dwindled steadily from 1937 to 1940, the imports from China increased. Yoji Akashi 
and Stephen Mun Yoon Leong attributed it partially to “a ‘Buy-Chinese-Products’ 
campaign which was conducted along with the boycott”. 284  When the war in 
Southeast Asia broke in December 1941, the work of promoting Chinese products 
stopped.  
 
After WWII, the promotion of Chinese products was mentioned by some Chinese 
merchants. For example, Singapore Kwong Foh Hong was the first Chinese 
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organization to import Chinese products into Singapore only three months after the 
end of the Japanese occupation. The news elated the Chinese community in 
Singapore.285 Nevertheless, the Nationalist Government of China was not interested 
in developing Chinese industry and promoting Chinese products because it clashed 
with the Chinese Communist Party. The buy-Chinese products sentiment in Singapore 
Chinese community was thus weak. When the Chinese Communist Party came into 
power after 1949, the door of China was closed against the outside. The fear of the 
threat of the communism stopped the buy-Chinese products sentiment of the 
Singapore Chinese community at last. 
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The former chapters discussed and analyzed the Singapore buy-Chinese products 
movement history from 1905 to 1937. In conclusion, the Singapore Buy-Chinese 
products movement had four characteristics. First, the Singapore buy-Chinese 
products movement was a result of China’s policies and events. Second, the Singapore 
buy-Chinese products movement was attended by the various classes in the Singapore 
Chinese community. At different periods, there were different movement leaders, 
which reflect the development of the movement in the Singapore Chinese community. 
Third, the Singapore buy-Chinese products movement was an economic nationalist 
movement. It combined two different motivations. Fourth, dual nationality was 
utilized by the overseas Chinese was reflected. 
 
China’s Politics and Events and the Singapore Buy-Chinese Products Movement 
 
The Singapore buy-Chinese products movement basically was the result of China’s 
politics and events. In the first period the buy-Chinese products appeals largely relied 
on the anti-foreign boycotts. The anti-American boycott spread the buy-Chinese 
products appeal in China in 1905, although no source material could prove that there 
had been any buy-Chinese products sentiment in Singapore. With the Japanese 
incidents that took place in China in 1908-1909, the appeal of promoting Chinese 
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products appeared in local Chinese newspapers.  
 
In the 1910s, some institutes began to take actions to promote Chinese products. For 
example, the Yeung Ching School held the Chinese Products and Student Work 
Exhibition in 1914. It was not only the first Chinese products exhibition in Singapore, 
but also the buy-Chinese products appeal without the factor of anti-foreign sentiment 
or anti-foreign boycott. Similarly, the SCCC tried to help the Chinese industrialization 
and collected Chinese products for Malaya Borneo Exhibition in 1922.  
 
But the position of China and the foreign invasions of the country were still the main 
reason of the development of the movement. In the responses of the overseas Chinese 
to the Twenty-One Demands Incident in 1915 and the May Fourth Movement in 1919, 
boycotting Japanese products and promoting Chinese products were both used. In the 
vigorous atmosphere of boycott and relief after the Tsinan Incident in 1928, the 
Singapore Chinese merchants organized the Chinese Products Exhibition for 
Shantung Relief. Although it was a very small Chinese products exhibition, it was the 
first exhibition that was organized by the Singapore Chinese merchants. It indicated 
that the buy-Chinese products appeal was going to spread farther and wider. The 
exhibition was also a result of the policies of the Nationalist Government of China. 
The Nationalist Government encouraged, sponsored and changed the buy-Chinese 
products movement into a national movement. 
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Because of the encouragement of the Nationalist Government, the buy-Chinese 
products movement expanded vigorously from 1928 to 1936. Chinese products were 
displayed publicly by various organizations every year. The climax of the 
buy-Chinese products movement in Singapore was achieved in 1936. In that year, the 
whole Chinese community was involved in the Second Chinese Trade Fair. The threat 
of the Japanese invasion to China was still a hunting specter but it was not the main 
and direct causative factor in driving the buy-Chinese products movement.  
 
When the Second Sino-Japanese War erupted in the middle 1937, the national 
salvation movement shifted the focuses of the Chinese in Singapore. Some of them 
still promoted Chinese products. But it was not the main focal point of their salvation 
work. Later, Singapore itself fell into the hands of Japanese army and the Chinese 
suffered tremendously. When WWII ended in 1945, some Chinese tried to promote 
Chinese products in Singapore. But the hardship of home-reconstruction and the civil 
war between the Chinese Communist Party and Kuomintang did not allow its success. 
 
Roles of Different Groups in the Movement in Different Periods 
 
The Singapore buy-Chinese products movement involved various groups. In different 
periods, different groups played different roles. The Chinese press, the educational 
organization, and the merchant organizations took the leading task successively.  
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The Chinese press served as an important vehicle for the creation and dissemination 
of the Chinese cultural and political nationalism in the 20th century, as C. F. Yong has 
pointed out.286 It was also the earliest promoter of Chinese products in Singapore. In 
the boycott against Japan in 1908, news and editorials about “buy native products” 
appeared in the Chinese newspapers in Singapore. The Singapore Developing Chinese 
Native Products Society was founded in 1909. I have not enough materials to prove 
who the organizers were, but I do believe that there were representatives from the 
press, because the rules of that society specially mentioned that the members from the 
press had the responsibilities of introducing native products and not advertising the 
products which offended Chinese sentiments as its third clause.  
 
In the middle of the 1910s, Kok Min Jit Poh and Chengnan Pao debated vigorously 
about the usages of “native products” and “national products”. This debate spread the 
idea of Chinese products in the Singapore Chinese community, though it did not 
clarify the political meaning of “national products”.  
 
When the buy-Chinese products movement boomed in the 1930s, the press was the 
maker of atmosphere. In the newspapers of those days, a lot of reports about 
buy-Chinese products movements in China, in Singapore, and in other regions were 
found. The trade missions from China, the Chinese products exhibition, the increased 
Chinese products firms, and the improved Chinese products were all the favorite 
                                                        
286 C. F. Yong, “British Colonial Rule and the Chinese Press in Singapore, 1900-1941”, in 
Chinese Leadership and Power in Colonial Singapore (Singapore, 1992), p. 309. 
 142
themes of the Chinese newspapers. In 1932, a newspaper titled Overseas Chinese 
National Product Report was planned. The Chinese newspapers kept reporting the 
progress of the preparation of the Chinese Trade Fair. In the Chinese Trade Fair in 
1935, advertisements of the fair were published in the Chinese newspapers free of 
charge. Further, these Chinese newspapers published special issues to report the 
Second Chinese Trade Fair in 1936.  
 
Educational organizations were the next important force. As early as 1914, the Yeung 
Ching School organized the first Chinese products exhibition in Singapore Chinese 
history. The Nanyang Youth Lee Chee Association hosted the exhibitions from China 
several times in the 1920s, and invited the industrialists from China to give speeches. 
The Chinese schools in Singapore founded Chinese commercial museums themselves, 
by which they wanted to foster the nationalism and patriotism in the Chinese students. 
The Chinese Industrial and Commercial Continuation School set up the museum in 
1921, which was the first museum of such kind and one year earlier than that of the 
SCCC’s. It also held a Chinese products exhibition in 1930.  
 
But the aura of the Chinese educational organizations was overshadowed by the 
actions of promoting and selling Chinese products of the merchants in the 1930s. At 
that time, in the main factors, the Chinese schools did not invite the merchants to 
attend their buy-Chinese products activities, but were invited by the merchants. Either 
in the exhibitions by the Great World Amusement Park, or in the fairs by the SCCC, 
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the students were welcomed for the nationalistic education goal. Nevertheless, the 
Nanyang Youth Lee Chee Association organized a competition of the Chinese 
children’s clothes in 1936. It was the most prominent activities that the educational 
organizations had done since 1930. 
 
The Chinese merchants were the most important force in the movement. The 
Singapore Developing Chinese Native Products Society was planned in 1909 seems to 
have the participation of the Chinese merchants, or it could not get enough money. 
Many merchants attended the exhibition organized by the Yeung Ching School in 
1914. After the 1915, more and more Chinese products firms were founded. In the 
1920s, a street in Chinatown was called “Chinese national products street” for it 
gathered so many firms dealing in Chinese products. The merchants organized the 
Chinese products exhibitions themselves in 1928. The Great World Amusement Park 
even held large Chinese products exhibitions twice by itself in the early 1930s. Till 
1941, the Chinese consulate-general reported that there were more than 100 firms 
dealing in Chinese products.  
 
Compared with the enthusiasm of the Chinese merchants to the buy-Chinese products 
movement from beginning to end, the SCCC, the organization of the merchants did 
not response quickly. Generally, the response of the SCCC to the buy-Chinese 
products appeal was tepid before 1920. When the buy-Chinese products appeal rose in 
China after the 1911 Revolution, the SCCC merely agreed that it was important to 
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promote Chinese products, but did not want to take the task of setting up a branch of 
the Chinese National Maintenance Association in Singapore. In 1922, the SCCC 
joined in the movement more actively. It collected Chinese products from many 
places for the Malaya Borneo Exhibition, and consequently set up the Chinese 
commercial museum in its building after the exhibition. It hosted the exhibitors and 
industrialists from China in the 1920s, but the scale was not large.  
 
After 1928, the SCCC acted enthusiastically in the buy-Chinese products movement. 
It was pushed by the Nationalist Government who required the overseas Chinese and 
overseas Chinese chambers of commerce to join into the movement. Hence, the 
SCCC really vigorously attended to the movement from that point onwards. In the 
inauguration of the new board of directors of the SCCC in 1931, the buy-Chinese 
products movement was looked on as an important agenda. The SCCC published a 
book to push Chinese products and Chinese industry. When the anti-Japanese boycott 
happened in Singapore, it issued Chinese products certificates to the Chinese firms. 
Then, it upgraded its Chinese commercial museum and collected more new products 
from China. It gradually took over the leadership of the buy-Chinese products 
movement. The largest two Chinese products exhibitions were the Chinese Trade 
Fairs under the auspices of the SCCC, which were the climax of the Singapore 
buy-Chinese products movement. And if there had not been the Second Sino-Japanese 
War, the Chinese Trade Fair would have had been held annually.  
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Therefore, during the three periods of the Singapore buy-Chinese products movement, 
the press called to promote Chinese products earliest and create the background 
atmosphere for it; the educational organizations was the steady proponents of the 
movement; and the merchant organizations, and the SCCC led the movement into 
prosperity and its climax. Guided by the three forces, the buy-Chinese products 
movement attracted almost all classes in the Singapore Chinese community. The 
Chinese Consulates-General, merchants, rustic peasants, poor laborers, both 
Straits-born and China-born women, educationalists, youth students, and children 
were all involved into the movement to some extent. The Singapore buy-Chinese 
products movement was a large-scale movement. As an economic nationalistic action, 
its impact was no smaller than that of boycott.  
 
Dual Motivations of the Merchants 
 
The individual merchants and firms were the pragmatic participants in the history of 
the buy-Chinese products movement in Singapore. Their actions are harder to analyze. 
It can be looked on as the reflection of the Chinese economic nationalism. Economic 
nationalism has various meanings. According to one definition of economic 
nationalism, economic nationalists are those who ally with their national government 
and benefit from its “retaliation” against foreign competition.287 The Singapore 
Chinese merchants’ actions in the buy-Chinese products movement clearly prove it. 
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Mainly, the Chinese merchants attended the buy-Chinese products movement out of 
two kinds of motivations. One is the nationalism, and the other is profit-making.  
 
Firstly, many individual companies that participated in the movement aimed at 
making profit, by utilizing the factor of patriotism and nationalism existing within the 
Singapore Chinese community. It was true that most Chinese firms and shops sold 
Chinese products to meet the demands of the Chinese in Singapore. But now we only 
investigate the firms that claimed they dealt in Chinese products.  
 
The firms selling Chinese products increased gradually after the founding of the 
republican China. The Chung Hwa National Products Company founded in 1915 was 
the first known firm that articulately stressed its nationalistic characteristics of 
promoting Chinese products. The phrase “national products” was directly used in its 
name. But other established firms like Guang Fu Cheng also emphasized its products 
were “native products”, and later “national products”. With the increasing of Chinese 
nationalism, the Chinese increased their cognition of Chinese products. More and 
more firms used “national products” the term to persuade the consumers, with the 
implication that “Chinese should use Chinese products”. They either put “national 
products” into their names or stressed their products were from China. The number of 
the firms declaring to deal in Chinese products increased rapidly. Till the 1920s, a 
street in the Chinatown had been called a Chinese national products street. At the eve 
of Japanese occupation, Singapore had over 100 Chinese products companies.  
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The profit-making motivation can be more significantly reflected in the Chinese 
products exhibitions. As what have been mentioned in the previous chapters, not all 
the firms thought the buy-Chinese products movement and the promotion of Chinese 
products were important. During the preparation of the first Commercial Exhibition 
held by the Great World, the organizers met with many misunderstandings and 
obstructs. When the shop owners or managers were told the significance of the 
Chinese national products exhibition, they were not interested in it at first. But finally 
the Commercial Exhibition was held successfully with over 70 firms in the Great 
World. These firms went on participating the Night Fair, and the Second Chinese 
Commercial Exhibition. If they did not get good profit, how could they want to 
participate once again? 
 
In the Special Issue published by the Great World for the Commercial Exhibition, one 
advertisement impressively publicizes the good paints imported by the firm Lim Teck 
Lee. If the firm seriously treated the name “Chinese national products” of the 
exhibition, it could not publish the advertisement of German paints in that book. The 
motivation that impelled this firm to attend the Commercial Exhibition was not 
nationalism but profit-making. Lim Teck Lee was only a case. How many shops were 
like Lim Teck Lee? We do not know. But I do believe most of them had similar goals 
of making profit.  
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Secondly, some individual merchants who were Chinese nationalists themselves put 
their nationalism into their economic activities; therefore, they attended the movement 
out of dual motivations. As the organizer of one of the largest Chinese products 
exhibitions, the owner of the Great World, Lee Choog Eng, was the typical 
representatives of the dual motivations.  
 
Lee Choog Eng was a Chinese nationalist who concerned with Chinese 
industrialization. It was not surprising that he could take some actions to promote 
Chinese products. At the same time, the Great World had a competitive rival in 
Singapore, the New World Amusement Park. Both of the parks had similar 
amusement equipments. To attract visitors, new and special activities were necessary. 
Chinese products exhibition was one artifice employed by the Great World to compete 
with the New World. The Chinese products exhibition could publicize the idea of 
consuming Chinese products as a way of saving China on one hand, and on the other 
hand, attract more visitors so it got more profit. It smoothly combined the nationalism 
with profit-making together. Hence, the Great World profited much through the 
Commercial Exhibitions. At the same time, the Great World got respect by promoting 
Chinese products in the Chinese society.  
 
Thirdly, the appearance of the SCCC in the movement was pushed by the Chinese 
nationalism. The SCCC did not respond to the buy-Chinese products appeal quickly 
and enthusiastically at first, but it later became the leader of the movement, and 
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pushed the buy-Chinese products movement to the climax. The change of the SCCC 
towards the movement mainly resulted from the push of the Chinese Nationalist 
Government. The aims of the Chinese Nationalist Government were nationalistic, so 
the activities of the SCCC also became nationalistic. At the same time, we notice that 
the members of the SCCC got high profit through the fairs. It could be more 
effectively explained by the nature of the SCCC. It was an organization of the 
merchants, and it aimed to serve its members and facilitate their businesses.  
 
In general, nationalism and profit-making motivated the Chinese merchants to attend 
the movement. Unlike boycott, which also combined the nationalistic factors with 
economic factors together at some time, the buy-Chinese products movement was 
more peaceful and more welcomed by the merchants. The buy-Chinese products 
movement did not prohibit them from selling other countries’ products. On the 
contrary, the merchants could utilize the public nationalism at all time. It was this dual 
motivation characteristic that made the Singapore Chinese merchants more readily 
accept the movement.  
 
Dual Nationality of the Chinese Products 
 
As we mentioned before, the Chinese Nationalist Government issued the standards of 
Chinese products twice. Chinese products generally meant those articles and 
commodities produced by the Chinese firms. According to the standard, the Chinese 
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firms meant the firms owned by the Chinese. Therefore, the nationality of the 
products was determined by that of the owners of the firms. However, who were the 
Chinese? A Chinese national is a Chinese definitely, but how about those overseas 
Chinese who held dual nationality? How about their firms, and the products produced 
by their firms? Singapore was a British colony, and was settled by many Chinese. The 
problem of dual nationality challenged the definition of the Chinese products made by 
the Chinese government.  
 
In Southeast Asia such as Malaya and the East Indies, the concept of “subjectship” 
was introduced by the British and Dutch governments to refer to those Chinese who 
born locally. However, the Manchu government promulgated the Nationality Law in 
1909. It considered all Chinese, regardless of their birthplace, nationals of China. 
Therefore, new immigrants were clearly the Chinese nationals, but the local born 
Chinese held dual nationality, i.e. Chinese and foreign. The Kuomintang inherited the 
Qing Dynasty Law. The 1929 Chinese Nationality Law was still based on the 
principle of jus sanguinis rather than jus soli. All Chinese, including those who were 
born overseas or Chinese descents were the nationals of China. Only with the 
permission of the Chinese Ministry of Home Affairs could they cease to be Chinese 
nationals. Therefore, the Straits-born Chinese were still Chinese nationals according 
to both the Chinese nationality laws.  
 
Normally, “many local-born Chinese went to either local or Western schools and 
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became less nationalistic towards China.”288 However, when it came to the story of 
buy-Chinese products movement in which nationality could help make profit, it seems 
that the Straits-born merchants did not give up their Chinese nationality. Some shops 
owned by straits-born Chinese participated in the British Trade Fair which called on 
consuming British products, then attended the Chinese Trade Fair that was for 
promoting Chinese products. They attended the trade fairs for profit-making rather 
than nationalism-expressing. It proves profit-making was one of the two motivations 
of attending buy-Chinese products movement, which have been discussed before.  
 
Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Company was a case that reflects that nationalism was a 
double-edged sword that could benefit the overseas Chinese merchants as well as hurt 
them. This company suffered because its owner was a Chinese of Japanese citizenship 
in the 1910s. It also publicized itself as a Chinese company, so that it could compete 
with foreign tobacco company by calling on Chinese smoking Chinese cigarettes. But 
in Singapore, the Straits-born Chinese merchants were lucky, because most of the 
anti-foreign sentiments were against Japan.  
 
 
By now, the question “was the buy-Chinese product movement in Singapore a way ‘to 
forge a strong and wealthy China’?” has been answered. In this movement, we see 
how the different Chinese groups especially merchants participated in the movement, 
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expressed or utilized Chinese nationalism, enjoyed the Chinese products and 
exhibitions, and made a profit as well as contributed “to forge a strong and wealthy 
China”. In conclusion, the Singapore buy-Chinese products movement is a part of the 
overseas Chinese nationalist movement. It resulted from China’s events and policies, 
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Chang Hsueh Liang张学良 Zhang Xueliang  
Chang Tsung-hsiang 章宗祥 Zhang Zongxiang 
Ch’en Lee Chi 陈李济 Chen Li Ji 
Chen Lin Pineapple Factory 振林凤梨厂 Zhenlin Pineapple Factory 
Chengnan Pao 振南报 Zhennan Pao 
Chien Chao-nan 简照南 Jian Zhaonan 
Chinese Products Emporium 万兴国货公司 
Chiu Fu Company 九福公司 Jiufu Company 
chu ch’ing 助庆 zhuqing 
Chu Feng Enamelware Company 铸丰搪瓷公司 Zhufeng Enamelware Company 
Chung Hwa National Products Company 中华国货公司  Zhonghua National 
Products Company  
Chung Kuo Ta Ming Glasses Company 中国大明眼镜公司 Zhongguo Daming 
Glasses Company 
Chung Nan Trade Company 中南贸易公司 Zhongnan Trade Company 
Chung Nan Chinese Products Company 中南国货公司 Zhongnan Chinese Products 
Company 
Chung Yang Company 中央公司 Zhongyang Company  
Dihuo 敌货 
Guohuo 国货 
Ho Yin-chin 何应钦 He Yinqin 
Hsiang Chi Company 祥记公司 Xiangji Company 
Hsin Ch’ia Ho 新洽和 Xin Qia He 
Hsü Keng Hwa 徐庚华 Xu Genghua 
Huang Suyun 黄素云  
Hwa Ch’iao Kuo Huo Pao 华侨国货报 Huaqiao Guohuo Bao 
Jih Ch’eng Pineapple Factory 日成凤梨厂 Ri cheng Pineapple Factory 
Kao Shih-Heng 高事恒 Gao Shiheng 
Kuang Fu Ch’en 广福成 Guang Fu Chen 
Kuang Fu T’ai 广福泰 Guang Fu Tai 
K'ung Hsiang-hsi 孔祥熙 Kong Xiangxi 
Lee Choon Eng 李春荣 Li Chunrong 
Lee Choon Seng 李俊承 Li Juncheng 
Liehuo 劣货 
Lim Che Meng 林子明 Lin Ziming 
Lim Keng Lian 林庆年 Lin Qingnian 
Lim Kim Thye Tea Company 林金泰茶庄 Lim Jin Tai Tea Company 
Lim Teck Lee林德利 Lin De Li 
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Lindong Ribao 岭东日报  
Ma Yü Shan Confectionary Company 马玉山糖果公司 
Nanyang Manufactory 南洋制造厂 
Nanyang Youth Lee Chee Association 南洋青年励志社  
Ong Boon Tat 王文达 Wang Wenda 
Ong Peng Hock 王平福 Wang Pingfu 
Pan Junxiang 潘君祥 
Run Run Shaw 邵逸夫 Shao Yifu  
Shanghai Chinese Factories Association 上海国货工厂联合会 
Singapore Kwong Foh Hong 新加坡广货行  
Singapore & Shanghai Glasses Company 星申眼镜公司 
Soong Sen (Soong Mu lin) 宋森(宋木林) Song Sen(Song Mulin) 
Soong Tzu-wen 宋子文 Song Ziwen 
Sun Ko 孙科 Sun Ke 
Ta Chung Hwa Soda Company 大中华汽水公司 Da Zhonghua Soda Company 
Tan Yueh Shu 陈岳书 Chen Yueshu 
Thong Chai Hospital, T’ung Chi Hospital 同济医院 Tongji Yiyuan 
Ts’ai Chang Chinese Products Company 彩章国货公司  Cai Zhang Chinese 
Products Company 
Tsai Kung-shi 蔡公时 Cai Gongshi 
Ts’ao Ju-lin 曹汝霖 Chao Rulin 
Tuhuo 土货  
Wen Wen Hao 文文号 
Yang Kuo Hwa 杨国华 Yang Guohua 
Yeap Jih Yun 叶季允 Ye Jiyun 
Yi Jue Chai 诒厥斋 Yi Jue Zhai 
Yih Hsya 义侠 Yixia 
Yu You-jen 于右任 Yu You-ren 
Yüan Shih-k'ai 袁世凯 Yuan Shikai 
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APPENDIX B 
CHRONOLOGY OF THE SINGAPORE  
BUY-CHINESE PRODUCTS MOVEMENT 
 
1909, Singapore Developing Chinese Native Products Society (rule draft) 
16 – 17 October 1914, Chinese products and Student Work Exhibition, Yeung Ching 
School 
20 – 22 October 1919, the Third Chinese products and Student Work Exhibition, 
Yeung Ching School 
1922, Chinese Commercial Museum was set up in the Singapore Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce 
1925, Products of Shanghai Chinese Factories Exhibition, in the Nanyang Youth Lee 
Chee Association  
15 – 25 June 1928, the Chinese Products Exhibition for Shantung Relief, by the 
Sankiang Hui Kuan, in the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce 
8 – 15 June 1930, Chinese products exhibition, Chinese Industrial and Commercial 
Continuation School 
20 – 27 October 1930, Mission of Shanghai Chinese Factories  
June 1931, Special Issue of the SCCC 
3 January 1932, Chinese Products Exhibition from North China, by the Tianjin 
Chamber of Commerce, in the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce 
January 1932, proposition of Overseas Chinese National Products Report 
1 – 19 January 1932, Commercial Exhibition in Commemoration of the First 
Anniversary of the Great World Amusement Park, the Great World Amusement Park 
27 July 1932, opening of the Chinese Products Night Fair, the Great World 
Amusement Park 
1 – 10 August 1933, the Second Chinese Commercial Exhibition, the Great World 
Amusement Park  
5 – 16 October 1935, the Chinese Trade Fair, by the Singapore Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce, in the Great World Amusement Park 
4 April 1936, Chinese Children’s Clothes Competition, by the Nanyang Youth Lee 
Chee Association, in the Great World Amusement Park 
3 – 5 April 1936, Shop of Chinese Products for Children, by the Nanyang Youth 
Society, in the Chinese Museum of the Great World Amusement Park 
6 – 20 September 1936, Goods Exhibition of the Chinese Industrial Commission, by 
the Shanghai Chinese Manufacturers’ Export Association, in the Singapore Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce 
2 – 14 October 1936, the Second Chinese Trade Fair, by the Singapore Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce, in the Great World Amusement Park 
 
